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This qualitative case study addressed the persistent achievement gaps in annual 
measurable objectives (AMO) data at a public rural elementary school in the Mideast 
United States.  Response to intervention (RTI) data teams from 2010 did not produce 
expected student gains after 5 years of implementation in the school under study.  Based 
on Mandinach and Jackson’s data-driven decision making conceptual framework, the 
purpose of this study was to examine the work of the RTI data teams as they attempted to 
improve student learning and close achievement gaps. A purposeful sample of 13 staff 
members involved in the RTI implementation process was interviewed.  In addition, the 
RTI data team and student documentation were content analyzed for process and 
outcomes.  Open coping and thematic data analysis of the interview transcripts revealed 
themes of fidelity, consistency, professional development, and data use in isolation.  
Findings suggested that the RTI teams lack sufficient time, professional development, 
and the capacity to address student learning gaps adequately.  As an outcome, a guiding 
model for designing, implementing, and evaluating ongoing blended professional 
development was proposed.  The intent of the project is to eliminate implementation 
barriers and establish effective data-driven decision making practices that improve 
instructional practice and student learning.  This study has could assist educators in their 
efforts to implement RTI and build organizational capacity for data-driven decision 
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Section 1: Definition of the Problem 
The reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 
known as the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB, 2002), requires all schools to provide a 
quality education regardless of the child's demographics or ability level (Rowley & 
Wright, 2011).  A 2004 reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Improvement Act (IDEA) includes a provision that requires early intervention services 
(EIS) for K–12 students who need additional developmental supports (Division for Early 
Childhood of the Council for Exceptional Children, National Association for the 
Education of Young Children, & National Head Start Association, 2014).  Together, 
these legislative acts place a strong emphasis on grounding educational decisions in data 
and reducing achievement gaps.  To successfully close achievement gaps, educators must 
have the capacity to positively impact diverse learners within diverse settings (Abbott & 
Wills, 2012; Fehr & Agnello, 2012).  Effective data-driven decision making can provide 
the instructional differentiation necessary to produce positive gains for low-performing 
schools and remedy persistent achievement gaps (Datnow & Park, 2012; Duke, 2014; 
Love, 2009; Mandinach & Gummer, 2013b; Wayman, Cho, Jimerson, & Spikes, 2012).  
One strategy for addressing diverse needs of diverse learners while ensuring compliance 
with state and federal mandates is the implementation of RTI.  
The implementation of tiered responsive prevention models for academic and 
behavioral support has occurred within schools across the United States (Kalberg, Lane, 
& Menzies, 2010).  In recent years, RTI has become the most preferred tiered 




Bender, Gregg Peaster, & Saunders, 2009; D. Fuchs & Fuchs, 2009; Gilbert et al., 2013).  
RTI originated from special education law as a legal alternative to the IQ-discrepancy 
approach for identifying students with learning disabilities (Nellis, 2012).  The RTI 
framework has evolved into a general education early prevention system aimed at 
detecting and addressing learning gaps (Gilbert et al., 2013).  One goal of RTI is to create 
and maintain an on-going process that uses student performance to guide implementation 
of high-quality instruction.  Another goal of RTI is to match interventions to the needs of 
students.  The use of data teams is an essential element in the design and implementation 
of the RTI process (Nellis, 2012).  RTI data teams contain a multidisciplinary array of 
teachers, specialists, and administrators.  Data teams are not unique to RTI; they are 
ubiquitous in schools as a widely accepted school improvement strategy.  Despite their 
widespread use, problem-solving teams continue to be challenging for educators to 
establish and maintain (Datnow, Park, & Kennedy‐Lewis, 2013; D. Fuchs, Mock, 
Morgan, & Young, 2003; Hamilton, 2011; Schwanenberger & Ahearn, 2013).  The RTI 
model has the potential to address achievement gaps and promote differentiated 
instruction.  However, the fidelity of the process hinges on the professional competencies 
of the individual educators who comprise the data team. 
Rather than focus on the RTI process itself, this project study examined the work 
specific to data teams that were formed to implement the RTI framework within an 
elementary school in an effort to positively impact student achievement.  Section 1 
contains a definition of the problem; this section details the relationship of the problem to 




problem is provided along with definitions of specific terms and jargon.  The significance 
of the problem is discussed, along with guiding research questions that will be used to 
investigate the nature of the problem.  Section 1 also contains a review of the professional 
literature related to the conceptual framework guiding the study and the characteristics of 
collaborative problem-solving data-teams.  A discussion regarding implications for 
possible project directions based on anticipated findings of the study follows the literature 
review.  This section concludes with a transition element that summarizes Section 1 and 
introduces Section 2.  
Problem in Local Context 
The problem in a small rural elementary school, located in the southeastern region 
of the United States, is that RTI data teams that were formed to comply with a state 
initiative to address achievement gaps have not produced expected student gains after 4 
years of implementation.  The school under study lacks a program evaluation specific to 
the implementation of the RTI framework.  As a result, student learning problems are not 
being adequately diagnosed and addressed.  Multiple years of AYP data and AMO data 
reveal persistent achievement gaps among students in the school under study.  The 
purpose of this study was to investigate how RTI data teams use data to improve student 
learning and close achievement gaps within the school being studied.  This problem 
affects student achievement because the current process has not been able to address a 
persistent achievement gap or produce expected student gains.  Possible barriers to 
implementation are lack of shared vision for RTI, philosophical discrepancies among 




development, lack of conceptual framework for analyzing implementation fidelity, lack 
of capacity for collaborative inquiry and data-driven decision making, and conflicting 
attitudes or perceptions regarding data use among participants.    
The assistant superintendent reported progress of RTI implementation during a 
public school board meeting on September 10, 2014.  She provided an RTI 
implementation update nested within a presentation regarding an overview of 2014 state 
standardized test results and annual measurable objectives (AMO).  Appendix B contains 
one of the PowerPoint presentations used for the meeting.  A synthesis of data presented 
during the school board meeting revealed three key findings: (a) the majority of students 
who are moved into Tier 2 and Tier 3 are not progressing out of those categories, (b) the 
achievement gap between White students and other “gap” groups had not been closing 
over a 4-year period, and (c) there had been a state-wide trend of declining scores in math 
and reading since the state adopted RTI.  The data also indicated that AMO targets for the 
school under study were not met for two out of three gap groups (see Table 1).  However, 
district officials opted for a 3 year average result to meet AMO requirements.  The school 
under study receives all RTI training and coaching through the state department.  The 
findings presented by the assistant superintendent could indicate local implementation 
problems as well as issues with state-issued training and coaching.  This study could have 
explored a gap in practice regarding training and coaching provided from the Department 
of Education as a significant barrier to RTI implementation.  However, such an 




project study, the scope will delimitate to the building-level of one school; this will 
enable a focus on implementation problems specific to the local context.   
Table 1. Proficiency Gap Dashboard for Federal Accountability 
Proficiency Gap Dashboard for Federal Accountability 
 
Note. Annual measurable objective (AMO) results for 2013-2014.   
The teachers in the school under study received a series of in-house professional 
development sessions that provided an overview of RTI.  Problem-solving RTI models 
rely on the data literacy of data team members (Virginia Department of Education, 2013).   
Data-driven decision making is a critical component of the RTI framework because it is 
used to examine the trajectory of student performance (Ball & Christ, 2012; L. Fuchs, 
2004).  The RTI guide states that an interdisciplinary team makes all eligibility decisions; 
these decisions must be student-centered, data-informed, and based on student needs and 
strengths (E. Johnson, Mellard, Fuchs, & McKnight, 2006).  Decision making is most 
effective when educators subscribe to the belief that data use is critical for decision 
AMO AMO Met AMO AMO Met
Target Result AMO Target Result AMO
Target Target
All Students 69 67 3 YR 66 72 YES
59 59 YES 57 63 YES
Gap Group 2 - Black Students 57 49 3 YR 56 57 YES
Gap Group 3 - Hispanic Students 60 62 YES 60 74 YES
Key: YES = Met objective based on the current year result 3YR = Met objective based on the 3 year average result
TS = Too small; objective not evaluated due to too few students R10 = Met objective by reducing failure rate by at least 10 percent
NO = Did not meet objective < = A group below state definition for personally identifiable results
- = No data for group * = Data not yet available
N/A = Not applicable
Proficiency Gap Dashboard for Federal Accountability
Reading Mathmatics
Gap Group 1 - Students with Disabilities, English Language 




making (Lange, Range, & Welsh, 2012).  At the school under study, administrators and 
teachers rely on consultation services provided by the Department of Education to inform 
their RTI problem-solving practices.  Relying on consultants could be an implementation 
barrier because teachers and administrators may want to do only what they are told rather 
than think critically about solutions.  Mandinach, Gummer, and Muller (2011) stated that 
educators receive little or no training in methods of using externally validated data or 
how to develop their own capacities for effectively using data.  An overdependence on 
external expertise can be an indication that the educators participating in the RTI data 
team process have underdeveloped capacities for working with data.  The staff must 
establish a requisite amount of internal expertise in order to create enough capacity to 
develop successful data-driven decision making processes.  Research suggests that 
developing capacity for a data use culture is contingent upon several contributing factors:  
a focus on collective responsibility, the establishment of norms for teacher collaboration; 
the implementation of data discussion protocols; competent leadership, and professional 
capability of staff to engage in data-driven inquiry (Datnow et al., 2013; DuFour & 
Mattos, 2013).  A comprehensive examination of the RTI problem-solving process is 
needed to help determine the specific needs of the local context for establishing an 
effective RTI problem-solving data team process. 
Problem in Larger Context 
To comply with special education legislation, many schools across the United 
States employ RTI models for both academic and behavioral student supports; it has 




learning problems (D. Fuchs & Fuchs, 2009; Gilbert et al., 2013; Kalberg et al., 2010).  
Successful problem-solving RTI models rely on the data literacy of data team members.  
Data-driven decision making is a critical component of the RTI framework because it is 
used to examine the trajectory of student performance (Ball & Christ, 2012; L. Fuchs, 
2004; Hoover, 2011).  RTI models are often challenging to implement because they 
require educators to be adept with data-driven decision making.  
Standards-based reform legislation and performance accountability systems have 
increased the need for data-driven decision making in U.S. schools (Wayman et al., 
2012).  In recent years, more school leaders have been exploring ways to install more 
sophisticated systems of data use within their local contexts.  Piety (2013) suggested that 
legislative imperatives to integrate processes of data use in schools have led to an 
educational data movement.  Despite this heightened interest, educators’ understandings 
of how data lead to improvement are underdeveloped (Goren, 2012).  A common result 
among school districts nationwide is that educators collect an abundance of data, yet 
struggle to develop the capacity to effectively use these data in a manner that informs and 
guides educational decisions (DuFour & Marzano, 2011; Huguet, Marsh, & Farrell, 2014; 
Ikemoto & Marsh, 2007; Kerr, Marsh, Ikemoto, Darilek, & Barney, 2006).  More 
specifically, the literature suggests that educators, as a whole, are ill-equipped to generate 
questions from data, select appropriate metrics, analyze results, and create actionable 
solutions for addressing gaps in learning and instructional practice (Datnow & Park, 
2014; Jacobs, Gregory, Hoppey, & Yendol-Hoppey, 2009; Little, 2012; Mandinach & 




create collaborative data use cultures among teachers as a facet of their respective school 
improvement processes.   
Teachers have difficulty determining an appropriate response to problems that are 
indicated by student performance data (Huguet et al., 2014).   Cosner (2012) suggested 
that educators need explicit knowledge of diagnostic factors and interventions specific to 
continuous development of collaborative data practices.  Teachers cannot learn or 
develop these skills in isolation; they must learn to engage in collaborative inquiry that 
lends itself to the development of practice (Kohler-Evans, Webster-Smith, & Albritton, 
2013).  In this regard, guiding documents, best practice literature, and empirical findings 
suggest that the use of data teams facilitates the creation and maintenance of data-driven 
cultures (Hamilton et al., 2009; Schwanenberger & Ahearn, 2013).  Collaborative data 
teams discover specific needs of students and produce knowledge from data that helps 
them to effectively plan curricula, differentiate instruction, evaluate teaching, and drive 
instruction (McMaster, 2013).  However, the efficacy of the data team is dependent upon 
the extent to which individual team members are data literate (Mandinach & Gummer, 
2013a).  The educators at the school under study understand that effective data use has 
potential in diagnosing and addressing student learning gaps; this is evidenced by the 
high percentage of teachers who participate in existing data teams and attend voluntary 
professional development.  However, the team meetings are not progressing beyond mere 
reporting of assessment scores; they are not transitioning the data into actionable 
knowledge.  The study identified factors that influence the functioning of the data teams 





The following section substantiates a local problem within the school under study.  
Student achievement data, federal legislation, and program implementation are among 
several aspects of the situation explained.  However, the most significant characteristic 
that warrants examination is an achievement gap that persists despite corrective efforts by 
educators over a span of time within the school under study. 
Evidence of the Problem at the Local Level  
The school under study lacks a program evaluation specific to the implementation 
of the RTI framework.  As a result, student learning problems are not being adequately 
diagnosed and addressed.  State report card data reveal AYP and AMO gaps between 
White students and other student groups (Black, economically disadvantaged, and special 
education) all ranging from 12%–16% from 2010–2014.  In 2010, the school under study 
was identified as a school in need of improvement (SINI) in reading based on No Child 
Left Behind (NCLB) criteria.  To comply with state and federal mandates, the leadership 
team elected to implement an RTI framework at the school under study as a turnaround 
strategy for improving practice and student learning. Students who move into Tiers 2 and 
Tier 3 are not progressing out. 
Effective use of an RTI problem-solving model generates solutions to student 
problems by evaluating student responsiveness to a four-stage process: problem 
identification, problem analysis, plan implementation, and problem evaluation (D. Fuchs 
et al., 2003).  In the school under study, a gap in practice lies between the four-stage RTI 




who are moved into Tier 2 and Tier 3 do not progress out of those classifications.  The 
Tier 2 and Tier 3 intervention levels are where data-driven decision making is essential 
(National Center on Response to Intervention, 2010).  The assistant superintendent 
provided this project study with a chronological account of school improvement efforts 
from 2010-2015 including professional development opportunities for teachers.  
According to the descriptive listing, teachers have not received professional development 
for collaborative inquiry or data-driven decision making skills (personal communication, 
January 5, 2015).  At the classroom level, teachers must recognize the connection 
between assessments and the design of effective instruction in order to target specific 
needs of their students (Prasse et al., 2012).  The RTI process from 2010 to date has not 
contributed to the closing of achievement gaps or produced expected student gains over a 
4-year period.  However, the lack of progress has not been due to lack of effort.  This 
section provides a detailed description of teacher’s and administrator’s school 
improvement efforts from 2010 to the present.  
Persistent achievement gaps.  Achievement gap is the name given to trend data 
that reveal how differences in average scores between White students and minority 
students are statistically significant (Burchinal et al., 2011; Mark, 2013).  Multiple years 
of standards of learning (SOL) data, AYP data, and AMO data reveal persistent 
achievement gaps among students in the school under study.  In 2014, AMO targets were 
missed for two out of three gap groups (see Table 1).  These groups were Black students, 
English language learners (ELL), and special education students.  However, district 




trend of state standardized test scores for students over a 3-year period. These data also 
indicate a trend of the gap increasing over time.  These results are significant for state and 
federal policy.  NCLB legislation requires all schools to provide a quality education 
regardless of the child's demographics or ability level (Rowley & Wright, 2011).  There 
is a strong emphasis within this legislation on reducing the achievement gap.  It is 
possible to address and remedy achievement gaps.  According to Love (2009), persistent 
achievement gaps are symptoms indicative of an absence or lack of  effective data use 
practices.  
Table 2. State Accreditation Results for All Students 
State Accreditation Results for All Students 
 
Note. Percentage of students passing the state test over a 3-year period. The Hispanic 
population is >10 students per grade level. Attendance rate of all students is 95%. 
The intentions of implementing an RTI process was to provide a data-based 
foundation for planning a systematic set of research-based interventions at each of three 
Subject
Accreditation 
Benchmark 2011 - 2012 2012 - 2013  2013 - 2014
English 75
White 84 91 87
Hispanic 80 95 75
Black 84 81 57
Math 70
White 90 80 83
Hispanic 95 62 78
Black 88 51 57
Science 70
White 86 89 89
Hispanic 73 67 100
Black 79 76 64




increasingly intensive instructional tiers (E. Johnson et al., 2006).  In the 4 years to 
follow, the leadership team demonstrated support for installing a successful RTI program 
through a variety of professional development sessions, policies, and program 
accommodations. Gaps between White and Black students persist despite many 
implementation efforts.  The implementation efforts are evidenced through publically 
available school board minutes from 2010–2015, artifacts from a public presentation by 
the assistant superintendent, and state report cards for the school under study.  Also, 
following a brief conversation regarding the purpose of this study, the assistant 
superintendent volunteered an email that chronicles the school improvement process at 
the school under study from 2010–2015.  The email will be cited as “personal 
communication, January 5, 2015.” 
School improvement efforts 2010 – 2011.  The Department of Education (DOE) 
of the state launched an RTI initiative in 2007.  According to former State Superintendent 
of Instruction, Patricia Wright (2010), DOE formed invitational regional cohorts as a 
strategy to facilitate statewide implementation of RTI.  DOE pledged to provide 
professional development and technical support to each division enrolled in the RTI 
cohorts (Wright, 2010).  The school under study was enrolled into a DOE RTI cohort in 
response to being identified as SINI in the spring of 2010 based on NCLB criteria.  The 
division’s assistant superintendent took responsibility for spearheading and overseeing 
RTI implementation and improvement of the school under study.  The central office 
leadership subscribed to Indistar® school improvement software and organized monthly 




superintendent, personal communication, January 5, 2015).  The DOE assigned 
improvement coaches to the school under study.  One coach helped to inform the school 
improvement plan while another provided periodic professional development sessions.  
District and building administrators were required to attend numerous RTI workshops in 
accordance with requirements of the DOE RTI initiative program (Wright, 2010).  
Teachers explored interactive achievement software for purposes of benchmark testing, 
but full building-level RTI implementation did not occur during the 2010-2011 year (see 
Appendix B).    
School improvement efforts 2011– 2012.  Public school board meetings (online 
recordings) and minutes for July–September 2011 reveal several efforts by the school 
board to establish capacity for RTI implementation for the school under study.  The 
assistant superintendent arranged to have only one DOE consultant serve as the school 
improvement and RTI coach.  According to public record of 2011 meeting minutes, the 
school board approved the acquisition of several components of the Fountas and Pinnell 
guided reading system including book rooms Levels A–Q; Scholastic classroom libraries 
leveled on the F and P system; the Fountas and Pinnell Benchmark Assessment System 2 
(BAS) from Heinemann; and a guided reading consultant.  A guided reading consultant 
trained and coached teachers to use the Fountas and Pinnell literacy system.  In the spring 
of 2012, the director of special education, assistant superintendent, principal and assistant 
principal divided the staff and conducted in-house RTI professional development of 
teachers (assistant superintendent, personal communication, January 5, 2015).  Existing 




Discipline data revealed that teachers issued more than 400 office referrals by 
December 2011.  School officials elected to explore the use of Positive Behavioral 
Interventions and Supports (PBIS).  PBIS is a state DOE initiative managed by Old 
Dominion University.  Personnel from Old Dominion University provided workshops 
and follow up visits to the school under study.  Discipline numbers decreased 
dramatically following full implementation of PBIS.  School officials later abandoned 
PBIS upon adopting a dual RTI model for discipline and academics.  
The SINI designation was lifted from the school in the 2011-2012 year.  State-
level officials implemented NCLB waivers that transitioned the accountability metric 
from AYP to AMO.  The school under study made both AYP and AMO targets.  
However, the state report card data revealed persistent achievement gaps between White 
students and other groups at the end of the 2011-2012 school year (see Appendix B).    
School improvement efforts 2012 – 2013.  The focus of this year was Tier 1 RTI 
instruction, universal screening, and guided reading instruction.  RTI and guided reading 
coaches continued to visit the school under study.  The principal changed the master 
schedule to introduce intervention and enrichment periods (I/E).  A new RTI coach 
suggested the purchase of AIMSweb software and professional development related to 
this software.  According to the assistant superintendent, AIMSweb provided more 
information and functioned as a better mechanism for universal screening than solely 
using Fountas and Pinnell (personal communication, January 5, 2015).  A new RTI coach 
supplemented the efforts of the existing one.  Together, they provided professional 




point in time, 2 years have passed since school leaders adopted RTI as a turnaround 
strategy for school improvement.  There is no evidence that the school under study 
received professional development on Tier 2 or Tier 3 interventions from 2010-2013.  
District and building-level administrators invested effort, expenses, and professional 
development to establish a foundation for Tier 1 RTI implementation. The school under 
study made AMO targets, but achievement gaps remained in all core subjects (math, 
reading, social studies, and science) at the end of the 2012-2013 academic year (see 
Appendix B).   
School improvement efforts 2013 – 2014.  Many of the efforts associated with 
school improvement during 2013-2014 involved implementation of RTI Tier 2.  School 
leadership stopped using Indistar® school improvement software because AMO targets 
had been met the year before.  The assistant superintendent arranged for the contracting 
of a university-based literacy coach to provide professional development to classroom 
teachers regarding reading interventions.  The workshops resulted in the development of 
a reading intervention tool kit; more books were added to the leveled reading library.  
Building-level reading intervention teachers were reduced from two to one.  
The RTI implementation effort moved forward with the introduction of universal 
screening in mathematics.  The school under study did not meet AMO targets for gap 
groups; district leadership elected to use the 3-year average option in order to meet state 
defined accreditation targets. Achievement gaps between White students and other 




School improvement efforts 2014 – 2015.  School leaders returned to the use of 
Indistar® school improvement software and resumed school improvement team meetings 
because AMO targets were not met in the 2013-2014 school year.   The school 
improvement team elected to employ two new software solutions to function as Tier 2 
and Tier 3 interventions.  Read 180 provides Tier 3 intervention for students in Grades 4-
6 and 9-12.  Leveled Literacy Interventions (LLI) provides Tier 2 intervention for 
students in Grades 1-3 during I/E time.  Math software was not purchased to assist with 
screenings or remediation.  
It is important to note that educators within the school under study rely solely on 
computer software to provide interventions to students across all RTI tier levels.  To date, 
there has been no evidence of professional development on professional learning 
communities, collaborative inquiry, effective data use, or data-driven decision making.  
Administrative support.  In the initial stages of implementation, district and 
building-level administration supported RTI integration through scheduling and fiscal 
allocation.  The assistant superintendent, building-level specialists, and building 
administrators attended RTI workshops in order to become in-house coaches.  The next 
step was to form RTI problem-solving teams using grade level groupings.  
Administrators divided the responsibility of providing professional development at the 
school level; each took a portion of grade level staff groupings.  Teachers received 
professional development on writing specific, measurable, attainable, results oriented or 
relevant, and time-bound (SMART) goals for themselves and their students.  The 




school day.  A data use component was added to the teacher evaluation.  To date, a 
building administrator has attended each data team meeting.  A data coach visits the 
school two to three times each year to observe meetings and provide consultation to the 
administration.  Currently, district and building administrators continue to support for 
RTI implementation.   
RTI problem-solving data teams.  Meeting for the purpose of collaborative 
decisions that are grounded in data is something foreign to many school contexts.  RTI 
requires a shift in school culture and a change in how educators instruct, develop 
themselves, and interact with others (Bean & Lillenstein, 2012).  Educators within the 
school under study grapple with integrating data teams into their existing school 
improvement process. 
Team composition.  The conceptualization and composition of the data team 
have changed over the years at the school being studied.  For example, the special 
education child study was once renamed “the problem-solving committee”; this name 
was rescinded less than a year later. This problem-solving committee was reinvented to 
include a single teacher from each grade level, reading and math specialists, and 
building-level administrators.  Meetings for the committee were difficult to schedule and 
had to occur after-school. After adoption of RTI, the problem-solving committee was 
reorganized to several grade-level data teams that consist of teachers grouped by grade 
level, a reading specialist, a math specialist, a building administrator, and the assistant 
superintendent.  It is important to note that this school resides within a very small rural 




intervention specialist title is synonymous with the teacher who resides in the math or 
reading center.  Therefore, when educators within the school under study refer to a math 
specialist, they are also denoting the math interventionist.  Larger school divisions 
typically employ district-level supervisors or directors who supervise and coordinate 
program implementation and professional development for specific areas of content 
across the entire school division.  District-level content specialist positions do not exist 
within the school under study.  The absence of district-level content specialists within the 
school under study demands a high-level of competence from building-level specialists 
who often function as sole sources of support for students who struggle with core 
instruction.  
Collaborative problem-solving.  The literature concerning collaborative 
problem-solving suggests that the work of data teams should occur within the context of a 
collaborative inquiry process (M. Burns, Pierson, & Reddy, 2014; Collay, Winkleman, 
Garcia, & Guilkey-Amado, 2009; Holcomb, 2004, 2012; Kimmel, 2012; Kise, 2012; 
Love, 2009; Love, Stiles, Mundry, & DiRanna, 2008; Sinnema, Sewell, & Milligan, 
2011).  At the school under study, programs from 2010 to date have not offered teachers 
professional development specific to collaborative inquiry, data-driven decision making, 
or professional learning communities.  A resulting condition is that teachers are charged 
with employing data-driven decision making with a set of established norms for 
collaborative problem-solving.  Consequently, treatment integrity and data use across 
tiers remain inconsistent and ineffective.  Despite numerous professional development 




making data use central to improving and planning instruction.  The superintendent has 
expressed concern about exceedingly low scores and achievement gaps; particularly, 
among low socio-economic status, minority, and special education students.   
Data literacy among team members.  After 4 years of implementation, 
achievement gaps among subgroups persist and data team work has not moved beyond 
mere reporting of student achievement scores.  The literature suggests that the practice of 
presenting data without using a problem-solving process is incomplete for the following 
reasons:  Teachers may not be able to interpret school assessment data (Chick & Pierce, 
2013), the data themselves do not inform or improve practice (Schaffhauser, 2011), 
people will view the data through the lens of personal assumptions or beliefs and fail to 
be informed otherwise (Coburn & Turner, 2011b), and data use must be an ongoing 
collaborative process geared toward continuous improvement (DuFour & Marzano, 2011; 
Hamilton et al., 2009; Holcomb, 2012).  Effective data use can inform teachers about the 
needs of each student in order to effectively plan curricula, differentiate instruction, 
evaluate teaching, and drive instruction (Anderson, Leithwood, & Strauss, 2010; Datnow 
et al., 2013; Jacobs et al., 2009; Kerr et al., 2006).  Action planning does not occur as a 
result of the RTI team meetings. If the educators within the RTI problem-solving data 
teams develop new skills for creating action plans that are grounded in student data, 
successful Tier 2 and Tier 3 intervention solutions could emerge from the process.  These 
skills involve collecting, analyzing, interpreting, and transforming data into actionable 
knowledge that informs decisions about improving student learning and professional 




Jackson, 2012).  Data-driven decision making improves instructional practice and is 
commonly attributed to academic improvement.  
The purpose of this study is to investigate how RTI data teams use data to 
improve student learning and close achievement gaps within the school being studied.  
Without an extensive examination of existing data use practices, teachers and 
administrators may fail to diagnose and correct problems that hinder successful program 
implementation.  A comprehensive study of the school’s existing data use process is 
needed to understand how closely current practices are aligned with those that offer the 
extent of differentiated instruction needed to address the persistent achievement gap. 
Evidence of the Problem From the Professional Literature 
Reform efforts specific to the use of data-driven practices in American education, 
became an emphasis following the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act of 1965 known as the No Child Left Behind Act ("NCLB," 2002).  This 
legislation required educators to provide evidence that students in all groups were 
learning reading and math; the policy placed a newfound focus on eliminating 
achievement gaps among student subgroups.  Further promoting the use of data to drive 
education practice was the passing of subsequent legislation, the Individuals With 
Disabilities Education Act ("IDEA," 2004).  Specifically, this legislation called for 
“incentives for whole-school approaches, scientifically based early reading programs, 
positive behavior interventions and supports, and early intervening services to reduce the 
need to label children as disabled in order to address the learning and behavioral needs of 




schools have embraced RTI models that focus on the school as the change agent (Jacobs 
et al., 2009; Kalberg et al., 2010).  Most states are in some phase of RTI development, 
but many struggle to determine an approach to implementation (Berkeley et al., 2009).  
The uncertainty stems from the multiple dimensions of the RTI framework, the numerous 
ways in which it is implemented, and a lack of a common definition of RTI among 
scholars and practitioners (Bean & Lillenstein, 2012).  One factor that influences 
implementation of the RTI framework is the context in which the process is situated.   
Rural Context 
The school under study possesses limitations that are characteristic of schools 
situated within a small rural context.  Educators within small rural schools encounter 
implementation limitations specific to the context in which they are situated (Hardre, 
2012; Robinson, Bursuck, & Sinclair, 2013).  Findings in the literature regarding 
systemic implementation of RTI cite conditions that may impede fidelity of model 
implementation such as assessment administration, process implementation, or whether 
the educators follow an explicit decision making model (Robinson et al., 2013).  
Professional development (PD) of administrators and teachers is limited by the rural 
context in a variety of ways: 
 A limited number of teachers within the school district, travel distances and 
expenses, and little or no connection to higher education institutions make it 
difficult to access effective ongoing staff development (Clarke & Wildy, 




 It is difficult for many rural schools to leverage funds to recruit a suitable 
candidate pool for support positions necessary for implementation such as 
intervention specialists, instructional coaches, program coordinators, school 
psychologists, and speech and language pathologists (Robinson et al., 2013).  
 Lack of turnover creates a condition in which rural educators may not be 
familiar with current research and methods (Werts & Carpenter, 2013). 
 Professional learning community development is limited by small staff sizes 
and teacher isolation (Shymansky, Annetta, Yore, Wang, & Everett, 2013).  
Initiatives tend to trickle down to rural districts that implement programs only 
when mandated.  Davis, Barnard-Brak, and Arredondo (2013) conducted a study of 
compliance with assistive technology mandates.  The authors found that rural districts 
had fewer assistive technology devices in comparison to suburban and urban schools.  
New innovations can be fiscally disruptive to rural school districts; funding from one 
enterprise is sometimes sacrificed in order to fund another. 
Leadership of the school under study set up logistical capacity supports for the 
RTI implementation to occur (time, place, professional development, and money).  
However, building teacher capacity to engage in data-driven decision making and 
collaborative inquiry was underemphasized.  Schools are most effective in meeting 
reform demands when educators subscribe to the belief that data are critical for decision 
making (Lange et al., 2012).  It is common for educators within small rural areas to be 




Teachers’ abilities to meaningfully analyze student data may be linked to effectiveness of 
addressing gaps in student achievement.  
A resulting effect of evidence-driven federal and state mandates is that teachers 
are expected to know how to collect, analyze, interpret, and present data in the service of 
making decisions in all aspects of teaching and learning (Hamilton et al., 2009; Murray, 
2014).  Historically, data collection has been the concern of state and district-level 
officials, whereas implementing effective data use at the classroom level has been largely 
underdeveloped or ignored (Rose & Fischer, 2011).  Consequently, teachers face many 
barriers to implementation of data-driven decision making at the classroom level to 
including (but not limited to) educator’s level of data literacy, lack of time to effectively 
engage in data work, quality of professional development, building-level leadership, and 
collaborative culture (Dunn, Airola, Lo, & Garrison, 2013; Mandinach & Gummer, 
2013a).  It is difficult to turn to research into guidance to improve classroom-level data 
use.  There is a lack of research that examines actual practices teachers employ as they 
engage in the enterprise of using data in learning community and classroom contexts 
(Little, 2012).  Spillane (2012a)  argues that research on data use should examine how 
practitioners use various types of data.   
Achievement Gaps 
Achievement gap is the name given for trend data that reveal how differences in 
average scores between White students and minority students are statistically significant 
(Blackford, 2013).  Multiple years of SOL data, adequate yearly progress AYP data and 




study.  Discrepancies, particularly between White and Black students, persist despite a 4-
year span of RTI implementation.  In 2014, AMO targets in the school under study were 
missed for two out of three gap groups (see Table 1).  These groups included black, 
English language learners (ELL), and special education students. District officials have 
the option of choosing standardized test results from the previous year or a 3-year 
average of scores for school state accreditation ratings (Beaver & Weinbaum, 2015).  For 
the school under study, district officials opted to use a 3-year average result to meet 
AMO requirements to maintain accreditation.  Table 2 reveals a trend of state 
standardized test scores for students over a 3-year period. These data also indicate a trend 
of the gap increasing over time.  These results are significant to state and federal policy.  
NCLB legislation requires all schools to provide a quality education regardless of the 
child's demographics or ability level (Rowley & Wright, 2011).  There is a strong 
emphasis within this legislation on reducing the achievement gap.   It is important to 
remedy learning gaps for the developmental (academic and mental) health of students 
affected.  The achievement gap is an equity issue that has been established in the 
literature as a major influence on behaviors, expectations, and accomplishments of 
minorities in society (Mark, 2013; Rojas-LeBouef & Slate, 2011).  National Assessment 
of Educational Progress (NAEP) studies identify and report long-term achievement gaps 
but do not explain why these gaps exist in every U.S. state (Vanneman, Hamilton, 
Anderson, & Rahman, 2009).  It is possible to address and remedy achievement gaps.  
According to Love (2009), persistent achievement gaps are symptoms indicative of an 




Torff (2014) used folk belief theory to explain the existence of persistent 
achievement gaps.  This theory suggests that educators withhold rigorous curriculum and 
instruction for disadvantaged students due to a culturally conditioned predisposition to 
believe that they are less capable of succeeding academically than high-advantage 
students.  A similar premise is applicable to the impact of school cultures on minority 
student outcomes.  A synthesis of the literature would suggest that cultural conditioning 
plays a role in shaping a condition where instructional practices provide minority and 
disadvantaged students with limited access to rigorous curriculum and instruction 
(Moller, Mickelson, Stearns, Banerjee, & Bottia, 2013; Torff, 2014).   Efforts to change 
belief systems among staff may be necessary in order to address achievement gap 
problems within schools. 
Shift to Hybrid Model at the State Level 
Perhaps one confounding variable to successful development of RTI problem-
solving teams in the school under study is the adoption of a new model at the state level.  
The Virginia tiered System of Supports (VTSS)  is a hybrid model of RTI that  uses 
curricula protocol and problem solving in the planning of instruction (Virginia 
Department of Education, 2013).  The guiding document, Virginia tiered System of 
Supports (VTSS): A Guide for School Divisions, describes the VTSS model as concerned 
with decision making at all levels.  However, there is an extreme emphasis on top-down 
reform.  The guide is a 68-page document that refers to “the leadership team” 96 different 
times and mentions the “problem-solving team” 6 times (Virginia Department of 




and administrator appointed leadership team members to influence and dictate the 
direction of the process.  This is a shift away from the 2007 RTI document which 
incorporated more professional learning community (PLC) theory; the current model 
abandons the notion of distributed leadership.  The VTSS document mentions data-driven 
decision making as a necessary process component, but leaves much of the decision 
making in the hands of the leadership team.  A lack of specific guidance regarding the 
use of data-driven decision making could create confusion about the purpose of the 
teacher RTI team meetings that still occur at the school under study.   
Data-driven decision making improves instructional practice and is commonly 
attributed to academic improvement in schools and districts (Huguet et al., 2014; 
Supovitz & Tognatta, 2013).  In order to meet the expectations of the federal and state 
educational policies, educators must possess the skills to engage in data-driven decision 
making.  These skills involve collecting, analyzing, interpreting, and transforming data 
into actionable knowledge that informs decisions about improving student learning and 
professional practice (Datnow & Park, 2014; DuFour et al., 2010; Mandinach & Jackson, 
2012).  Without an extensive examination of existing data use practices, teachers and 
administrators may fail to diagnose and correct problems that hinder successful program 
implementation. 
The purpose of this study was to investigate how RTI data teams use data to 
improve student learning and close achievement gaps within the school being studied.  
Without an extensive examination of existing data use practices, teachers and 




implementation.  A comprehensive study of the school’s existing data use process is 
needed to understand how closely current practices are aligned with those that offer the 
extent of differentiated instruction needed to address the persistent achievement gap. 
Special Terms 
Achievement gap:  An achievement gap occurs when one group of students 
continually disproportionately outperforms other groups of students on achievement tests; 
the achievement gap is noticeable among student grades, standardized achievement 
scores, and other measures of academic success (Blackford, 2013). 
Adequate yearly progress (AYP): Yearly improvement of each school receiving 
Title I funds that is sufficient to achieve the goal of all children served under Title I, 
particularly economically disadvantaged and limited-English proficient children, meeting 
the state's proficient and advanced levels of performance (U.S. Department of Education, 
2012). 
Annual Measurable Objectives (AMO):  The minimum required percentages of 
students determined to be proficient in each content area (Virginia Department of 
Education, 2014). 
Assessment – A test or other method for measuring achievement (Virginia 
Department of Education, 2014). 
Corrective action plan: A plan outlining methods to improve teaching, 
administration, or curriculum that a school or school division classified as “in 





Curriculum-based measurement (CBM):  An evidence-based assessment protocol 
that uses short and valid measures to monitor development and progress of student skills 
(Dennis, Calhoon, Olson, & Williams, 2013). 
Data literacy of educators:  The knowledge and skills of educators that supports 
their effective use of data by working individually and collectively to collect and examine 
outcomes, trends, performance, and other indicators based on diverse sources of data 
such as achievement data, formative assessment measures of student performance, 
students’ work products, and other forms of data (e.g., demographic, affective, process, 
attitudes, behavioral), and to develop strategies for school and student improvement 
based on these data (Mandinach & Gummer, 2013a, p. 9). 
Data literacy of students:  Data literacy requires that students investigate 
authentic problems; use data as part of evidence-based thinking; use appropriate data, 
tools, and representations to support this thinking; develop and evaluate data-based 
inferences and explanations; and communicate solutions (Vahey et al., 2012, p. 181). 
Data-driven decision making (DDDM):  Data-driven decision making is an 
iterative or cyclical process in which data must be transformed into information and, 
ultimately, actionable knowledge through a set of cognitive skills and processes 
(Mandinach et al., 2011). 
No Child Left Behind (NCLB):  The Elementary and Secondary Education Act 
(ESEA) is the primary federal law affecting K-12 education. The most recent 
reauthorization of the law is also known as the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 




Process of data use:  What happens when individuals interact with assessments, 
test scores, and other forms of data in the course of their ongoing work (Coburn & 
Turner, 2011b, p. 175). 
QSR NVivo10:  Qualitative research software that enables researchers to store, 
organize, sort, code, and analyze qualitative data documents for emerging themes and 
patterns (QSR International, 2015). 
Response to intervention (RTI):  A student-centered framework that uses problem-
solving and research-based methods to identify and address learning difficulties in 
children.  Core components of the framework include, providing high-quality instruction 
and interventions that are matched to students’ needs; universal screening;  progress 
monitoring; and research-based tiered interventions (Berkeley et al., 2009; Erickson, 
Noonan, & Jenson, 2012).  The name has been changed at the state level to VTSS, but the 
participants in the school under study continue to refer to the process as RTI. 
Student progress monitoring:  Iterative measurements of student performance to 
inform general and special education instruction (National Center on Response to 
Intervention, 2010). 
Small rural school context:  Rural schools are those that reside within 
communities of low population density, that are remote from large metropolitan areas, 
and have a primarily agriculture-based economy, where most area family incomes are of 





The school division’s vision statement asserts that all students can learn and 
should have an opportunity to realize their optimal academic potential.  The vision 
statement also suggests that the educators within this school division place an emphasis 
on differentiated instruction and continuous improvement of student learning.  
Philosophically, this vision is supported by the implementation of a RTI model at the 
elementary level.  The premise of an RTI problem-solving model is that all student 
problems are identified and addressed on an individualized, case-by-case basis.  The RTI 
problem-solving model uses a four-stage process: problem identification, problem 
analysis, plan implementation, and problem evaluation (D. Fuchs et al., 2003).  In the 
school under study, a gap in practice lies between the four-stage RTI process and the 
generation of solutions (or interventions).  If properly installed, a data-driven decision 
making processes could address the gap between the RTI process and solutions. Results 
of this study could provide a basis for future evaluation of the existing RTI program.   
Effective data-driven decision making.  One effect of No Child Left Behind 
(NCLB) legislation is that educators are asked to use data for the purpose of continuous 
improvement; this introduced a function additional to those of compliance and 
accountability (Mandinach & Gummer, 2013a).  Accountability trends have created 
phenomena whereby data are more available in schools, but educators struggle to 
determine how to use data effectively (Ball & Christ, 2012; Hamilton et al., 2009).  It is 
difficult to turn to research for answers concerning implementation.  In order to establish 




(Jacobs et al., 2009; Mandinach & Gummer, 2013b).  Developing each educator’s 
capacity to use data would enable the data teams to identify learning gaps, differentiate 
instruction, and improve learning for all students.  Effective data-driven decision making 
empowers teachers to develop their own practice and improve student learning 
(Mandinach & Jackson, 2012; Means, Padilla, & Gallagher, 2010). A better 
understanding of teachers’ strengths and weaknesses in understanding data can inform 
the prioritization and planning of teacher professional development within the local 
context. 
Philosophical barriers.  Philosophical barriers could impede problem-solving 
practices.  Nellis (2012) stated that a conflict occurs when teachers believe that students 
are better served in special education when they are difficult to teach.  Some teachers’ 
beliefs promote a perception that the problem-solving teams are in direct contention with 
the special education referral process. Slonski-Fowler and Truscott (2004) reported 
findings that teachers felt marginalized by their problem-solving data team process.  The 
teachers in the study had very little influence in the process, so they disengaged the 
process altogether and stopped referring students.  Educators may have varied definitions 
and perceptions of the process that impede process implementation.  Findings from this 
project study could contribute additional knowledge to the literature regarding 




Implications for Social Change 
The purpose of this study was to investigate how RTI data teams use data to 
improve student learning and close achievement gaps within the school being studied.  
The significance of the knowledge contributed from this study will extend to all students, 
educators, school districts, and researchers. Findings from this study could contribute 
additional knowledge to the literature regarding philosophical barriers to establishing 
effective RTI problem-solving teams; inform prioritization and planning of teacher 
professional development; and provide a basis for future evaluation of the current RTI 
process within the local context.  
On a broader scope, there is a gap in the literature that explores the data use 
process within contexts that are similar to the school being studied.  Wayman et al. 
(2012) explained that the literature regarding data practice has largely been created 
through studies that examine contexts chosen for exemplary conditions.  A smaller 
amount of literature addresses the affordances and barriers associated with RTI 
implementation processes that are in beginning stages.  Also underrepresented in the 
literature is an examination of the roles and characteristics of individual teachers that 
participate in the RTI problem-solving data use process.  The findings from this study 
contribute knowledge to these gaps in the literature.  Additionally, the findings could be 






This study examines data teams that were formed to comply with a state initiative 
to implement RTI within an elementary school.  The initial review of the literature, 
presented in this section, and state report card data from the school under study helped to 
guide development of the research questions for this study.  The overarching question for 
this study was “How are the RTI data teams using data to improve student learning and 
close achievement gaps within the school being studied?”  The literature concerning RTI 
implementation provides several potential causes of persistent achievement gaps; the two 
most prominent are poor fidelity of implementation and ineffective data-driven decision 
making practices.  Findings that inform these questions will provide a deeper 
understanding of RTI implementation; this is particularly relevant in small rural school 
contexts.  The following research questions were created to inform the overarching 
question: 
1. How do educators within the RTI data teams use data to inform their 
instructional decision-making?  
2. How is the RTI process used to assist low-performing and at-risk students 
in the school being studied? 
3. What are affordances and barriers to establishing effective RTI problem-
solving data teams within the school being studied?  
The objectives of this study included examination of the following: (a) educators’ 
perceptions of data team effectiveness, (b) data use practices used by RTI data team 




problem-solving processes within the RTI framework in the school under study.  The 
methodological approach used to address these research questions is discussed further in 
Section 2. 
Review of the Literature 
The review of literature for this section begins with the conceptual framework 
used to analyze and interpret findings for this study.  This study examined data teams that 
were formed to comply with a state initiative to implement RTI within an elementary 
school.  The purpose of this study was investigate how RTI data teams use data to 
improve student learning and close achievement gaps within the school being studied.  
The strategy for gathering literature to inform this study involved an investigation of 
books, journal articles, and publication links on professional organization websites that 
inform data-driven decision making practices.  The primary source of literature was peer-
reviewed articles from the Walden Library and Google Scholar.  Many of the articles 
were from research journals in the field of education.  Resources were also drawn from a 
small number of reports and handbooks authored by subsidiaries of the U.S. Department 
of Education.  A handful of leading authors in this subject are referenced as they have 
produced influential works on how to use educational data.  In an effort to reach 
saturation in the literature review the following terms were searched:  data-based 
decision making, data-driven decision making, data-driven reform, data-based 
instruction, data-driven decision making, collaborative inquiry, data use, data teams, 
educational accountability, response to intervention, pre-referral intervention team, data 




teacher isolation, data coaching, professional learning communities, differentiated 
instruction, response to intervention, education reform, educational systems change, and 
effect of Sputnik on education. 
Conceptual Framework Related to the Problem 
The most critical and complex element within the RTI framework is data-based 
decision making (Ball & Christ, 2012).  The conceptual framework chosen for this study 
focuses on data-driven decision making.  Mandinach, Honey, Light, and Brunner (2008) 
created the first conceptual framework for understanding how data are processed and 
refined into actionable knowledge.  The framework for data-driven decision making 
model illustrates the process by which data are transformed into actionable knowledge 
before it can be used to improve teaching and learning.  There are three major 
components to the data-driven decision making process as shown: (a) data, (b) 
information, and (c) knowledge.  Figure 1 illustrates the workflow of data in being 
refined and transformed into actionable knowledge.  Essential to this framework is the 
step between analysis of information and creation of knowledge.   In order to create 
actionable knowledge, the analysis of information must be combined with stakeholder 
understanding and expertise through a process of collaborative inquiry.  A synthesis of 
the literature regarding data use would suggest that a lack of collective inquiry within this 
step of the process is often the source of a gap in practice regarding data-driven decision 
making.  Mandinach et al. (2008) explained that the framework focuses on a total of six 
key skills; there are two skills that align with each of the points along the continuum. 




important to note that this level calls for more than simply gathering and warehousing 
random data.  In order to problem-solve, the educator must decide which data needed to 
be collected, whether or not more is needed, and if the existing data needed validation or 
clarification.  Finally, the data must be sorted and categorized before they can be 
examined any further.   
At the information level of the framework, the two important skills are analyzing 
and summarizing (Mandinach, Honey, & Light, 2006).  At this level, the educator will 
look for trends, norms, and outliers that may help forecast a trajectory or explain past 
performance. The scope of this analysis will depend on the type of query or the role of 
the decision maker (Mandinach et al., 2008).  Next, concise and targeted summaries of 
findings must be prepared to serve as basis for decisions. 
Educators must be able to synthesize and prioritize information at the knowledge 
level of the framework (Mandinach et al., 2008; Mandinach & Jackson, 2012).  After all 
of the information has been organized, analyzed, and summarized, the educators must 
identify and examine inferring relationships among the data.  The post analysis stage is 
where the information is translated into meaning (or knowledge) where teams connect the 
dots.  Information must be prioritized after it is transformed into parts of knowledge 
(Mandinach et al., 2008; Mandinach & Jackson, 2012).  Once information is prioritized, 
teams make value judgments and select possible actionable solutions.  Knowledge gained 
at this stage of the process takes the form of issues that are categorized as high and low 




Data-based decisions occur when determinations are made regarding prioritized 
issues.  According to Mandinach and Honey (2008), this is the point in the process where 
educators know what they will do; they will attempt to implement their decisions.  
Implementation will yield an impact (or outcome), after which the implementation can be 
abandoned or the data generated from the impact may be reintroduced into the process, 
thus creating a phenomenon Senge (1990) referred to as a feedback loop.   
A final note about Mandinach and Honey’s (2008) framework concerns the 
manner in which the process has the potential to align across all levels: classroom, 
building, and school district.  This model can be used to facilitate an innovation, monitor 
progress of an existing process, or to evidence negligence (Mandinach et al., 2006).  This 
framework best aligns with the purpose and research questions for this study.  Therefore, 
this framework was used to examine and interpret data collected for this study.  
The analytic features of this framework had an impact on the selection of data 
collection methods to inform the research questions.  Framework components were used 
to create the interview protocol and determined which documents would be reviewed.  





Figure 1. Framework for data-driven decision making.  Adapted from Mandinach, E., 
Honey, M., Light, D., & Brunner, C. (2008). Data-driven school improvement: Linking 
data and learning. New York, N.Y.: Teachers College Press.  This figure illustrates the 
conceptual framework for turning data into actionable knowledge.  Adapted with 
permission (see Appendix H). 
Socio-political landscape concerning data use.   
There was a time when decisions about teaching and learning were assumed to be 
the sole right and responsibility of the educators within the school district; data played 
almost no part in their decisions (Earl, 2002; Mandinach & Gummer, 2013a; Mandinach 
et al., 2008; Mandinach & Jackson, 2012).  The Soviet Union’s launching of Sputnik I in 
1957 escalated the issue of public education reform to the top of the national political 
agenda (Johanningmeier, 2010).  Consequently, the U.S. Congress enacted the National 
Defense Education Act of 1958 to accommodate a public demand for an extended 
governmental role in public schooling.  Further demand for educational reform followed 




trend of declining SAT scores among American high school students (College Entrance 
Examination Board, 1977; Ravitch, 2010).  The report fueled a climate of heightened 
public concern, which led to several federal reports; the most impactful of them all was 
the landmark publication of A Nation at Risk (National Commission on Excellence in 
Education, 1983).  This report provided explicit explanations regarding the shortcomings 
of American education and offered specific suggestions for remedying the problems 
(Steeves, Bernhardt, Burns, & Lombard, 2009).  What followed were several 
restructuring initiatives throughout the 1990s that generated many efforts to explore the 
use of student learning data and other metrics of school improvement (Little, 2012).  
Restructuring initiatives set the stage for a succession of initiatives and policies that 
would result in an era of standards-based education, accountability, and high-stakes 
testing.   
Legislation and data-driven decision making.  Reform efforts specific to the 
use of data-driven practices in American education became an emphasis following the 
reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965, known as the 
No Child Left Behind Act ("NCLB," 2002).  The legislation ensures that school districts 
make AYP to meet academic standards as evidenced by state standardized test data.  
NCLB requires the use of data to evidence and improve school performance.  NCLB 
policy placed a newfound focus on eliminating achievement gaps among student 
subgroups.  Further promoting the use of data to drive education practice was the passing 
of subsequent legislation, the Individuals With Disabilities Education Act ("IDEA," 




intervention, such as RTI, to address learning disabilities and low-performing students 
(Robinson et al., 2013).  State and federal legislation derived from these policies requires 
educators to use a range of local and broad-scale standardized data to inform their 
practices and decisions (Anderson et al., 2010; Hamilton et al., 2009; Mandinach, 2012; 
Wayman & Stringfield, 2006b).  State policies were written with intentions of 
guaranteeing all students access to a quality education.  Shortly after the enactment of 
NCLB, Spillane et al. (2002) wrote, “at the core of these initiatives is an attempt to 
fundamentally change authority and influence patterns in schools to motivate teachers to 
do a better job of educating America’s children (p. 3).  At the heart of the legislation, 
educators were being asked to provide evidence that all student subgroups received a 
quality education.   
Politicians and education officials contend that it is essential for student 
performance data to be made publically available for the sake of transparency and 
accountability (Koyama & Kania, 2014).  An implicit assumption of transparency 
policies is that educators will respond positively to accountability policy.  One resulting 
effect of public consumption of annual achievement data is that it serves as a means to 
quantify the extent to which compulsory education provides students with knowledge and 
skills that are essential for full participation in a contemporary society (Chick & Pierce, 
2013; Jacobs et al., 2009; Schlechty, 2009).  A consequence of accountability policy is 
that educators are expected to use data to inform and initiate improvements in practice; 
however, these policies do not provide a blueprint for using data at the instructional level 




pressures to provide evidence of annual improvement has generated a data literacy 
imperative for educational leaders.      
Implementation gaps associated with accountability policy.  One assumption 
of evidence-driven federal and state mandates is that teachers already have the capacity to 
collect, analyze, interpret, and present data in the service of making decisions concerning 
all aspects of teaching and learning (Datnow & Park, 2012; Hamilton et al., 2009).  
Building-level educators generally do not have sophisticated knowledge of analytical data 
use.  Historically, data collection has been the concern of state and district-level officials, 
whereas implementing effective data use at the classroom level has been largely 
underdeveloped or ignored (Rose & Fischer, 2011).  District-level officials have been 
reliant upon annual standardized test data as a means to determine systemic fidelity.  
Some perceive districts as overly reliant on standardized test data used for multiple 
purposes including, school evaluation, curriculum planning, and assessing student 
performance (Mandinach et al., 2008; Mandinach & Jackson, 2012).  Extreme emphasis 
placed on AYP results pressures teachers to focus on improving annual summative data 
by teaching solely material that is included on high-stakes assessments.  Open access to 
annual student performance data have contributed to public scrutiny and an atmosphere 
of high-stakes accountability where the work of educators is greatly influenced by 
increasing pressures to improve standardized test scores and narrow gaps between student 
groups (Datnow, 2011; Koyama & Kania, 2014).   
Schools are most effective in meeting reform demands when educators believe 




there are many barriers to the implementation of data-driven decision making at the 
classroom level including (but not limited to) the educator’s level of data literacy, lack of 
time to effectively engage in data work, quality of professional development, building-
level leadership, and collaborative culture (Chick & Pierce, 2013; Dunn et al., 2013; 
Mandinach & Gummer, 2013a).  Researchers have studied how a data culture develops 
within schools; however, there is a lack of research on actual practices teachers employ 
as they engage in the enterprise of using data within their own classroom contexts (Little, 
2012; Mandinach & Jackson, 2012).  Spillane (2012a)  argued that research on data use 
should include examinations of the manner in which practitioners routinely use various 
types of data.  To this end, this study focused on how teachers grapple with developing 
data literacy while engaged with data-driven decision making skills. 
The 21
st
-Century Learning Skills Imperative 
The institution of education exists to convey the skills, values, and knowledge that 
are needed for successful life to the next generation (Partnership for 21st century skills, 
n.d.).  Over the past decade, a quantum leap in digital technology has shifted the U.S. 
economy from industrial to global.  This sudden change generates public concern about 
the ability of schools to prepare students for a future that is difficult to forecast (Anderson 
et al., 2010; Marx, 2006; Schlechty, 2009).  Politicians and academics agree that present 
day American education is not aligned with skills and experiences needed by 
contemporary learners (Collay et al., 2009; Duncan, 2011; Fullan, 2007; Marx, 2006; 
Morrison, 2014).  Wagner (2012) refers to this disparity as a global achievement gap.  




and the skills all students need to succeed in college, careers, and 21
st
-century citizenship 
(Tony Wagner, 2008; Tony  Wagner & Compton, 2012).  Education reform initiatives 
such as Common Core State Standards and Race to the Top promote the alignment of the 
tenets of 21st-century learning skills and the current enterprise of public education.  
Standards-based initiatives envision a skill-oriented education that is future-focused.  
However, a common response of public school systems has been to maintain a strong 
focus on standardized test data and test preparation (Koyama & Kania, 2014).  
Standardized test data only provided patterns of student achievement; they do not inform 
educators with explicit information about what they need to do differently (Datnow & 
Park, 2014; Datnow, Park, & Kennedy‐Lewis, 2012; Mandinach, 2012).  Contemporary 
students demand instructional practices that are differentiated to accommodate a wide 
array of specific interests, brain functions, skills, and learning needs (Gunn & 
Hollingsworth, 2013; Morrison, 2014).  Teachers who use data to inform instruction 
understand what their students learn and the extent of progress students make toward 
meeting learning objectives (Farrell, 2014; Hamilton et al., 2009).   To truly differentiate 
instruction and improve instruction for all students, educators must be able to use data for 
predicting, monitoring, and diagnosing gaps in practice and student learning; the process 
must be student-centered.  In order to reach the mandated level of differentiated 
instruction needed to help each student, educators must develop capacity for engaging in 
collaborative data-driven decision making (Bernhardt, 2004; Mandinach & Jackson, 
2012; Moss, 2013).  RTI can be an effective strategy to integrate data into existing 




Response to intervention (RTI) 
The RTI model emerged as an alternative to an IQ-discrepancy approach for 
identifying students with learning disabilities (D. Fuchs et al., 2003; Nellis, 2012).  In 
1977, the U.S. Department of Education created guiding documentation that stated that 
IQ and achievement should be used as the primary means of determining specific 
learning disabilities (SLD) among students (Division for Early Childhood of the Council 
for Exceptional Children et al., 2014).  There are several concerns that led to 
dissatisfaction with the IQ-achievement discrepancy model such as (a) failure of the 
education community to arrive at a common definition of IQ-achievement discrepancy, 
(b) inadequate information for remediation planning, (c) alignment of legislative policies 
and, (d) resources needed to support implementation of research-based teaching practices 
(Berkeley et al., 2009).  A significant deterrent for continued use of the IQ-achievement 
discrepancy model is that most children with learning disabilities are not identified and 
provided special education services until they are in the upper grades.  The IQ-
achievement discrepancy model is commonly characterized as a “wait to fail” model 
because students have to fail in order to be identified as at-risk (Berkeley et al., 2009; D. 
Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006b). The dissatisfaction of the IQ-achievement discrepancy model led 
to the increase attention of RTI as an alternative policy level mechanism for SLD 
identification.   
Special language incorporated into the reauthorization of the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 (IDEA 2004) indicates that 




based instructional interventions (Keller-Margulis, 2012).  The legislation also includes 
specific provisions for early intervening services (EIS) of K–12 students who require 
additional academic and behavioral supports (Division for Early Childhood of the 
Council for Exceptional Children et al., 2014).  The provision of IDEA allowed RTI to be 
incorporated into disability identification procedures.  RTI not only provides a preferred 
alternative to an IQ-discrepancy approach for identifying students with learning 
disabilities (Nellis, 2012), but it affords general educators a systematic means of 
detecting and addressing learning gaps for all students (Gilbert et al., 2013).  Five years 
after IDEA was reauthorized, a national survey found that 47 out of 50 states had already 
incorporated RTI into their school improvement processes (Hughes & Dexter, 2011).  In 
recent years, RTI has become the most preferred tiered intervention model for 
identification and treatment of learning problems (D. Fuchs & Fuchs, 2009; Gilbert et al., 
2013).  Many schools across the United States employ RTI models both academic and 
behavioral student supports (Kalberg et al., 2010).  RTI is comprehensive because it 
provides an instructional model with a philosophical base.  
The RTI framework.  Response to intervention (RTI) is a philosophical 
approach for providing early identification and interventions to struggling students.  
Proponents of the RTI model contend that the framework reduces unnecessary student 
referrals to special education through a systematic process of tiered interventions and 
high-quality general instruction.  The philosophy underpinning the RTI framework is 
carried out through a multi-tiered instructional model of service delivery.  Educators use 




interventions.  The intensity, nature, and frequency of interventions correspond with 
student responsiveness (National Center on Response to Intervention, 2010).  The RTI 
process systematically identifies students with learning difficulties.   Figure 2 illustrates 
intervention levels and the manner in which instructional group size, intensity, and 
frequency of progress are matched to students’ level of need.  In the RTI approach, group 
size for Tier 1 is whole class, Tier 2 is small group, and Tier 3 is individual student.   
The function of RTI is to establish an ongoing process for using student 
performance data to guide instruction and interventions that correspond to student needs 
(Abbott & Wills, 2012).  Ideally, 80% of a student population would meet benchmarks 
while 20% would require interventions.  The percentage of students that are classified 
within each Tier will vary among schools.  At the heart of the framework is a goal of 
minimizing risks for long-term negative consequences associated with poor outcomes 
(Crawford, 2014; National Center on Response to Intervention, 2010).  This philosophy 
aligns well with sociological rationales for eliminating achievement gaps.  The three-Tier 
model of RTI is the most commonly used framework and many school use RTI for 





Figure 2. Response to intervention model.  Tier percentages can vary ±5%. Group size 
for Tier 1 is whole class, Tier 2 is small group, and Tier 3 is individual student. Adapted 
from National Center on Response to Intervention. (2010). Essential components of RTI–
a closer look at response to intervention. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of 
Education, Office of Special Education Programs, National Center on Response to 
Intervention.  Adapted with permission (see Appendix I). 
Core components of the framework include, providing high-quality instruction 
and interventions that are matched to students’ needs; universal screening; research-based 
tiered interventions; and progress monitoring (Berkeley et al., 2009; Erickson, Noonan, & 
Jenson, 2012).  Proponents of RTI submit that these core components supplement or 
extend existing practices thus contributing additional supports for student learning.  
There are different manifestations of the RTI model.  The three-Tier model is 
most commonly used in the United States (Isbell & Szabo, 2014).  However, some 
schools configure their RTI frameworks to use four or more tiers intervention.  
Regardless of the number of tiers, all models classify three levels of prevention: primary, 
secondary, and tertiary.  For the purposes of this project study, there will only be three 




Universal screening.  Universal screening is the initial step for identification of 
students at risk for learning difficulties. The RTI framework borrows this prevention 
strategy from the public-health sector (E. Johnson et al., 2006).  School-wide screenings 
of all students affords educators opportunities to detect and correct students who are at-
risk of an adverse learning condition (specific learning disability or learning difficulties).  
Universal screenings use assessments consistent with the curriculum and are designed to 
measure specific skillsets that students are expected to have mastered in that point in time 
(National Center on Response to Intervention, 2010). After all students are screened, they 
either remain in Tier 1 to receive a high-quality core curriculum or they are moved into a 
secondary prevention level (Tier 2).   
Research-based tiered interventions.  An effective RTI model demands high-
quality instruction for all students before individual student interventions begin.  Tiers 1 
and 2 instruction uses core curriculum with supplements as necessary to meet the needs 
of approximately 95% of students. At the Tier 1 level, all students receive high-quality 
core instruction within the general education classroom.  The literature suggests that Tier 
1 core instruction meets the needs of approximately 80% of the students (Hughes & 
Dexter, 2011).  At this level, teachers generally administer a minimum of three 
established benchmarks assessments per school year (National Center on Response to 
Intervention, 2010).  Students who do not respond to core instruction and cannot meet the 
benchmarks established Tier 1 will be moved into Tier 2.  At the Tier 2 level, the general 
classroom teacher will provide targeted, supplemental, small-group instruction that is 




generally involve 20 – 40 minute sessions that occur three or four times per week; the 
duration of the intervention period usually spans 10 – 15 weeks. 
The third Tier of instruction in RTI models includes the use of intensive 
interventions to meet the most substantial needs of low-performing learners and students 
with disabilities (Hoover, 2011).  Tiers 1 and 2 instruction are characterized by core 
curriculum supplemented as necessary, meeting the needs of approximately 95% of 
learners. Tier 3 uses highly frequent intensive interventions which are delivered in greater 
duration than Tiers 1 and 2; it meets the needs of approximately 5% of learners (Gilbert 
et al., 2013). This may include use of an alternate curriculum and/or individualized 
instructional interventions delivered in settings that contain very small numbers of 
learners (i.e., one to three students). 
Progress monitoring.  Progress monitoring is used to assess the trajectory of 
student performance over time (Ball & Christ, 2012).  Student rates of improvement are 
collected and quantified to determine improvement or responsiveness to instruction and 
interventions.  A common strategy is for the teacher to create a trend line by graphing 
each student’s score onto a calendar; this represents weekly rate of improvement.  
Ideally, the educator uses a computer program to automate this part of the process.  The 
trend line is the rate at which students are making gains in the grade-level curriculum.  
Educators formulate effective individualized programs for when measures indicate that 
students are not responsive to all three tiers of instruction. 
The literature discusses a variety of methods used for progress monitoring: 




(Klinkenberg, Straatemeier, & Van der Maas, 2011),  and single-skill assessment for 
younger students (Folsom-Kovarik, Wray, & Hamel, 2013).  The school under study 
uses, curriculum-based measurement (CBM) and includes well-supported measures in the 
research base on progress monitoring (Hughes & Dexter, 2011).   More than 200 
empirical studies substantiate the validity and utility of CBM (D. Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006b). 
Several computer software packages offer CBM alternatives for progress monitoring. 
Fidelity of implementation.  School administrators should always plan to use 
mechanisms for monitoring implementation fidelity at all tiers of RTI to ensure the 
process is beneficial to student learning.  Interventions will lose effectiveness as fidelity 
to implement plans deteriorate (M. K. Burns, Peters, & Noell, 2008).  Fidelity refers to 
the extent of which the intended quality of implementation occurs within the target 
context (Castro-Villarreal, Rodriguez, & Moore, 2014; National Center on Response to 
Intervention, 2010).  Fidelity of implementation is critical for RTI frameworks in that it 
determines effectiveness of instruction, screening, progress monitoring, and decision 
making.  Implementation integrity is a particularly critical for problem-solving teams  in 
RTI models (M. K. Burns et al., 2008).  It is not enough to provide a general 
understanding or overview of the RTI framework.  Spear-Swerling and Cheesman (2012) 
found that teachers were familiar with basic features of RTI but unfamiliar with research-
based instructional approaches and interventions that were listed on the questionnaire.  
School leaders must ensure that teachers understand the particulars of the process to 




A possible confounding variable is the willingness of the educators to act on the 
data.  M. K. Burns et al. (2008) found that problem-solving teams did not monitor student 
progress, determine intervention effectiveness, or consider feedback to measure the 
integrity with which interventions were implemented.  The educators in the study simply 
applied interventions that they felt should be given.  This could suggest that educators are 
entrenched in old practices. Schlechty (2009) suggests that school cultures that are 
entrenched in traditional approach tend to alter innovations to fit existing practices rather 
than engage in a change effort that would accommodate the innovation.  The findings 
from M. K. Burns et al. (2008) would suggest that one barrier to RTI problem-solving is 
that the process is viewed as a series of isolated meetings rather than a continuous 
collaborative effort to seek ways to alter and improve practice. 
Generating evidence of student performance is a peripheral benefit of ensuring 
fidelity of implementation.  Continuous monitoring of implementation fidelity generates 
data that is necessary to improve implementation and student learning (Keller-Margulis, 
2012).  In this regard, fidelity of implementation is critical to avoid misdiagnosis of a 
specific learning disability (SLD).  Proper identification of student learning problems 
relies on instruction and interventions that are delivered as intended; on appropriate 
administration of assessments; and on alignment between eligibility policies and school-
wide practices (Castro-Villarreal et al., 2014).  Treatment integrity and implementation 
fidelity are often monitored through measures completed by school leadership teams 
(Erickson, Noonan, & Jenson, 2012).   It is important for administrators to develop 




interventions and identifications; poor fidelity is a threat to the validity of the RTI model 
and could adversely affect the academic and emotion well-being of a student.  
Two prominent models.  There are two primary models of the RTI framework: 
standard treatment protocol and problem-solving protocol. The standard treatment 
protocol is primarily used by researchers while practitioners commonly employ the 
problem-solving model (D. Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006b; Gilbert et al., 2013).   Determining 
the appropriateness of the model depends on context and needs; literature exists that 
promotes the benefits of each respectively.  
The standard treatment protocol model, also called standard protocol, employs the 
same research-based intervention is administered to all children with similar difficulties 
in a given domain (D. Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006a; D. Fuchs et al., 2003).  This approach 
relies on preconceived assumptions about how children learn (Kashima, Schleich, & 
Spradlin, 2009).  This approach streamlines interventions and professional development 
because there are a very limited number of treatments and assessments required.  These 
interventions may be selected from a bank of research-proven interventions based on 
school resources (Berkeley et al., 2009).  One criticism of this method is the lack of 
differentiation to remediate those students who do not respond to the standardized 
interventions.  
A problem-solving model uses interventions that are differentiated to an 
individual student by the RTI data team (Hughes & Dexter, 2011). In the problem-
solving model, a student’s deficits are addressed by implementing a research-based 




Typically in this model, problem-solving teams follow a four-step process: (a) define the 
problem, (b) plan an intervention, (c) implement the intervention, and (d) evaluate the 
student’s progress (D. Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006a).  The problem-solving approach uses data-
driven decision making to function as a generative process that has the potential to 
address specific needs of each student.     
Both RTI models are effective if used in a suitable context and implemented with 
fidelity.  Hughes and Dexter (2011) analyzed 13 studies that examined RTI 
implementation at the elementary level.  They found that the impact of problem-solving 
and standard protocol approaches produced gains in academic achievement.  The 
researchers found that contributing factors constant in most studies included: 
commitment to continuous and extensive professional development, administrative 
support, teacher commitment, and appropriate amounts of time for collaborative 
meetings.   
RTI barriers and challenges.  RTI initiatives must be engaged and sustained at 
the school level.  School leaders adopting an RTI framework are confronted with an array 
of challenges that stem from an intentional process designed to enact transformative 
change upon the existing system (M. K. Burns et al., 2013).  The literature concerning 
RTI implementation suggests several factors that serve as barriers and challenges to RTI 
implementation.  These factors range from macro-process level issues (such as systems 
change) to micro-process considerations (such as quality of documentation practices of 
teachers).  There are, however, barriers that are common across much of the literature.  




Implementation integrity is a barrier that can threaten the validity of an RTI 
model.  Hill, King, Lemons, and Partanen (2012) found that educators monitored Tier 2 
implementation fidelity while neglecting to report fidelity of Tier 1.  As a result, the 
alignment between the tiers could not be explicitly stated.  E. S. Johnson, Pool, and 
Carter (2011) found that some of the barriers associated with implementation integrity 
can be avoided by expanding the current knowledge of personnel, streamlining processes, 
and establishing good communication systems between interventionists and teachers.  
The RTI framework is complex and requires a comprehensive approach.  It is important 
to ensure that teachers receive adequate professional development and support to engage 
the process.  It is equally important to gather perception data throughout the process to 
help maintain implementation integrity and fidelity of implementation.    
  Castro-Villarreal et al. (2014) surveyed 100 educators regarding their 
perceptions and attitudes about RTI.  There were 185 barriers identified, but analysis 
revealed five major themes of the most mentioned barriers:  
 Lack of adequate professional learning opportunities to provide better 
understandings of interventions, data collection, progress monitoring, and an 
overall understanding of the RTI process. 
  Lack of time for instruction since much is lost to RTI interventions, collecting 
and recording data, and paperwork. 





 The RTI process itself is overwhelming and lengthy; the student may not 
receive additional help after all is said and done. 
 The RTI process demands excessive documentation.  
The same respondents provided suggestions for improving the RTI process: (a) 
more professional development, (b) more staff and intervention resources, (c) streamline 
the RTI process, (d) better communication among educators and administrators, and (e) 
more time to do RTI related work.  The results from this study are closely aligned with 
much of the literature reviewed for this project study.   
It is important to empower those teachers who are charged with implementing the 
components of the RTI process.  Oftentimes, educators can feel devalued when their 
professional opinions are challenged or ignored (Pyle, Wade-Woolley, & Hutchinson, 
2011).  The feeling of powerlessness can occur from pressures to meet timely demands of 
the RTI process or conflicts that stem from philosophical differences.  Slonski-Fowler 
and Truscott (2004) reported findings where teachers felt marginalized by their 
experiences in the problem-solving data team process.  Those teachers were given very 
little influence in the process, so they disengaged the process altogether and stopped 
referring students.   
A synthesis of the literature regarding implementation barriers would suggest that 
leaders engage the RTI process with patience and establish a shared vision for the 
framework.  Perhaps many of the barriers could be remedied with established feedback 
loops and an authentic culture of collaboration where all actors within the process have 




Data-driven decision making in Schools 
Standards-based reform legislation and performance accountability systems have 
increased the need for data-driven decision making in our nation's schools (Wayman et 
al., 2012).  Without data use, educators would have to base their decisions on conjecture, 
anecdotes, intuitions, and personal preferences (Mandinach & Gummer, 2013a, 2013b).   
Prior to No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation, the literature regarding data use was 
focused on data for accountability; discourse about measurement driven instruction 
explored the use of assessment data to improve instructional decision making 
(Mandinach & Gummer, 2013a; Mandinach et al., 2006).  Advances in technological 
systems have made it feasible to collect, store, manage, and use data in a timely manner.  
Today, the literature is focused on the role of data in stewarding organization change and 
improvements in student learning. 
Federal and state legislative mandates require educators to make decisions that are 
grounded in student achievement data.  However, a synthesis of the literature suggests 
that division and building- level educators did not possess the human capacity to embrace 
or implement data use imperatives generated from these legislative policies at the time 
they were enacted; many still do not have these capabilities (Anderson et al., 2010; 
Kereluik, Mishra, Fahnoe, & Terry, 2013; Mandinach & Gummer, 2013b; Mandinach & 
Jackson, 2012; Schaffhauser, 2012).  Consequently, integrating effective data-driven 
decision making into existing practice has become a national priority among public K-12 
schools and institutions of higher-learning within the United States (Jacobs et al., 2009; 




transformational leadership, suggests that the re-culturing and whole-school reform is the 
only way to establish data-driven cultures within contemporary schools.    
Effective data-driven decision making requires a school culture that is oriented 
toward continuous improvement and student-centered learning.  Shifting the educational 
paradigm away from one that is characterized by an entrenched culture of teacher-
centered instruction and teacher isolation is a difficult challenge for school leaders.  U.S. 
Department of Education Secretary Arne Duncan (2010) stressed that educators must 
shift their focus towards using data for the purposes of facilitating and maintaining 
continuous school improvement (Mandinach & Jackson, 2012).  Effective data use is 
predicated on the notion that teaching and learning is driven by a cyclical process of 
gathering and acting upon evidence.  Such a process demands continuous monitoring of 
student progress using a continuous series of formative and summative assessments 
(Colker, 2013; Jimerson, 2013).  However, since student achievement scores remain a 
primary indicator of district and school effectiveness, formative types of data collection 
are deemphasized or left unexamined (Murray, 2014).  Educators are able to make better 
decisions when informed by a variety of data gathered from several different sources. 
The literature suggests that the practice of presenting data absent a problem-
solving process is incomplete for the following reasons:  teachers may not be able to 
interpret school assessment data (Chick & Pierce, 2013), data itself does not inform or 
improve practice (Schaffhauser, 2011), people will view the data through the lens of 
personal assumptions or beliefs rather and fail to be informed otherwise (Coburn & 




continuous improvement (DuFour & Marzano, 2011; Hamilton et al., 2009; Holcomb, 
2012). Effective data use can inform teachers about the needs of each student in order to 
effectively plan curricula, differentiate instruction, evaluate teaching, and drive 
instruction (Anderson et al., 2010; Jacobs et al., 2009; Kerr et al., 2006).  Data-driven 
decision making improves instructional practice and is commonly attributed to academic 
improvement in schools and districts (Huguet et al., 2014; Supovitz & Tognatta, 2013).   
There is not a problem with educators having access to data; rather, the problem 
lies with the extent to which organizations have the human and technical capacity to 
support data use processes. According to DuFour et al. (2010), the concept of data rich 
and information poor (DRIP) is adapted from (Waterman, 1987) and refers to “the 
problem of an abundance of data that does nothing to inform practice because it is not 
presented in context through the use of relevant comparisons” (p. 215).  As a whole, 
educators struggle to become adept with using data to inform educational decisions that 
lead to improved student learning (Hagen & Nordmeyer, 2013).  District officials indicate 
that they could better implement data use processes if provided with examples of good 
practice (Means et al., 2010).  This could be an indication that school officials are 
motivated to install data use processes despite known roadblocks or barriers that prevent 
full implementation. 
Wayman et al. (2012) conducted a study of how educators used data to inform 
practice.  An exploration of three school districts focused on how educator attitudes 
toward data, building leadership, and digital data systems affect teaching and learning.  




the barriers were associated with building leadership and technology.  The authors noted 
that the educators perceived data use as something that could support classroom practice, 
but could not surmount the barriers created by educator ambivalence regarding data use 
(Wayman et al., 2012).  Wayman’s (2012) study suggests a need for systemic approach 
when implementing data-driven decision making.  To this end, the U.S. Department of 
Education has commissioned several publications to assist school reform since the 
enactment of NCLB and IDEA (Colker, 2013).  These guiding documents offer 
frameworks and detailed explanations of essential elements needed for effective data-
driven decision making. 
Guiding documents.  The U.S. Department of Education, through the Institute of 
Education Sciences (IES), commissioned several studies and practice guides for 
implementing systemic data-driven decision making within schools.  In 2004, Learning 
Point Associates published the Guide to Using Data in School Improvement Efforts: A 
Compilation of Knowledge from Data Retreats and Data Use at Learning Point 
Associates (Learning Point Associates, 2004).  The guide is an outlined method of 
integrating data into a school improvement process.  The target audience for the 
document is educators who are at the beginning stages of learning to use data for 
informing decisions.  The document states that many educators lack experience with 
systematic uses of data to inform decisions.  According to the authors, annual goals may have 
been set, but they are not driven by an examination of information that evidences student 




In subsequent pages, the authors offer a comprehensive understanding of both the 
philosophical underpinnings of data use and recommend specific steps for implementing 
effective data practices into a school improvement process.   The intended result is that 
educators understand the value of using data and practical uses of data to inform 
decisions (Learning Point Associates, 2004).  The guide is more than 10 years old but is 
often cited for the following components: focus on student learning, alignment to clear 
vision and mission statement, promotes the use of collaborative teams, use of school 
improvement cycle (plan, do, study, act), and the eight data use essentials.   
 The authors use eight data use essentials to guide educators through a process of 
creating collaborative data teams that engage in data-driven decision making.  The eight 
areas for this process are as follows: 
1. Develop a Leadership Team 
2. Collect various types of data 
3. Analyze data patterns 
4. Generate hypotheses 
5. Develop goal-setting guidelines 
6. Design specific strategies 
7. Define evaluation criteria 
8. Make the commitment 
Lists such as the above help to provide a process overview, but do not provide 




The Guide to Using Data in School Improvement Efforts (Learning Point 
Associates, 2004) contains clear and concise explanations for each area along with tables 
and charts that elucidate and demystify the process of installing data-driven decision 
making processes within the enterprise of schooling.    
In 2009, the U.S. Department of Education commissioned a practice guide for 
data use entitled, Using Student Achievement Data to Support Instructional Decision 
making (Hamilton et al., 2009).  To ensure validity and credibility, the Institute of 
Education Sciences (IES) formed a panel of experts consisting of Laura Hamilton (chair), 
Richard Halverson, Sharnell Jackson, Ellen Mandinach , Jonathan Supovitz, and Jeffrey 
Wayman to develop this comprehensive guide. Each member of the panel is a key 
contributor to the literature regarding data-driven decision making in education. The 
purpose of the guide is to provide guidance to educators about to the use of student 
achievement data to make instructional decisions that improve student achievement 
(Hamilton et al., 2009).  The document offers school and district level best practices for 
implementing systemic data-driven practices including practical examples, scenarios, and 
suggested approaches for addressing roadblocks (which are based on practical experience 
from experts).  In the overview section, the panel offers an explanation of the significance 
of data for educators:  
Data provides a way to assess what students are learning and the extent to which 
students are making progress toward goals. However, making sense of data 
requires concepts, theories, and interpretative frames of reference. Using data 




logical way to monitor continuous improvement and tailor instruction to the needs 
of each student. (p. 5) 
To date, these guides are often cited by recent sources and are commonly used in 
tandem with other resources to inform school improvement.  Most of them are 
commissioned, in some form or another, by the U.S. Department of Education. 
Commissioned data use studies.  To gather an understanding of the nation’s 
capacity to shift the paradigm towards a focus on data and learning, the U.S. Department 
of Education commissioned national studies of education data systems and decision 
making each year from 2006 through 2011.  The most recent study published in is 
entitled Teachers’ Ability to Use Data to Inform Instruction (Means, Chen, DeBarger, & 
Padilla, 2011).  This report describes a mixed methods study that explores teachers’ 
thinking about data.  Researchers used hypothetical educational scenarios along with data 
displays to question teacher participants.  These scenarios were presented to individual 
teachers as well as small groups of educators who commonly work together.  Using this 
method enabled the researches to gather an understanding of how individual teachers 
reason about data in addition to how co-construction of understanding occurs within 
small group contexts.  The study found that the extent to which teachers use data for 
making educational decisions is affected by how confident they feel about their own 
abilities to analyze and interpret data (Means et al., 2011).  This study and others 
maintain that pre-service and in-service professional development programs have not 
addressed data literacy and data-driven decision making processes (Dunn et al., 2013; 




Vahey, Swan, Kratcoski, & Cook, 2012).  It is not only important to recognize the 
benefits of data use, but an understanding of the nature of teachers’ strengths and 
weaknesses in regards to data literacy will inform professional learning and support 
(Means et al., 2011).  Desired outcomes of continuous and ongoing effective data use are 
teacher development, improved practice, and improved student learning. 
Support systems for data use.  Research related to implementation of student 
data and practices associated with the use of data to improve instruction suggests that the 
likelihood of teachers to employ data-driven decision making skills are greatly affected 
by school leadership and available technology (Duke, 2014; Ingram, Louis, & Schroeder, 
2004; Lange et al., 2012; Mandinach & Gummer, 2013b; Miller, 2010; Schwanenberger 
& Ahearn, 2013; Wayman et al., 2012).  Many school struggle to successfully implement 
effective data use practices despite the availability of supporting elements such as 
conventional research, practice guides, and reliable data use trade books.  A synthesis of 
the literature would suggest the notion that conventional research does not sufficiently 
inform implementation of data use practices because it does not elucidate the complexity 
of mechanisms through which initiatives influence desired outcomes (Coburn & Turner, 
2012; Colyvas, 2012; Little, 2012; Moss, 2012; Spillane, 2012a).  Research also suggests 
that capacity building for data-driven decision making is a systemic undertaking (Cosner, 
2012; Datnow et al., 2012; Farrell, 2014; Schwanenberger & Ahearn, 2013; Vanhoof, 
Verhaeghe, Verhaeghe, Valcke, & Van Petegem, 2011; Wayman et al., 2012; Wayman & 
Stringfield, 2006a).  In this regard, the literature suggests that the building principal’s role 




DuFour & Marzano, 2011; Erickson, Noonan, & Jenson, 2012; Gage & McDaniel, 2012; 
Holcomb, 2012; Huguet et al., 2014; Ikemoto & Marsh, 2007; Love et al., 2008; 
Mandinach & Gummer, 2013a; Mandinach & Jackson, 2012; Marx, 2006; Park, Daly, & 
Guerra, 2013).  The principal’s level of knowledge, involvement, and enthusiasm are all 
factors that can help or hinder a data-use process.   
Shen et al. (2012) used literature to develop an instrument for measuring the 
extent to which school principals used research based strategies to engage data-driven 
decision making.  The literature review within this study substantiates the claim that a 
principal’s ability to create and use data dashboards as a means to monitor organizational 
integrity impacts student outcomes and school conditions.  The authors posit the 
development of an instrument that measures the extent to which they use data-driven 
decision making enables principals to self-assess and improve their data use practices 
(Shen et al., 2012).  Inadvertently, the study is offers confirmation for the value of 
reflective practice; there are empirical links between effective leadership and reflective 
practice. 
Reliability and sophistication of computer data systems also affect data use 
(Means et al., 2010).  Computer systems are used for a variety of data use functions 
including instructional management, data warehousing, assessment, accountability 
reporting, and student information systems (Farrell, 2014; Tucker, 2014) .  Leadership, 
technology, and instructional practice are equally important for creating and maintaining 




Types of data.  Educators collect a variety of data types throughout the course of 
their work.  The literature categorizes data into five types:  achievement, instructional, 
program, perceptual, and demographic data (Bernhardt, 2004; Datnow & Park, 2014; 
Learning Point Associates, 2004).  Achievement data (also called assessment data) is 
collected from summative and formative assessments.  Demographic data is often 
grouped with behavioral data is gathered from attendance and discipline records. 
According to the Guide to Using Data in School Improvement Efforts (Learning Point 
Associates, 2004), demographic data that informs data-driven decisions include “gender, 
ethnicity, economic status, mobility of family, transportation needs, enrollment in special 
programs, neighborhood characteristics, parent involvement, behavior records, and social 
problems” (p. 11).  Perception data is gathered from surveying stakeholder beliefs, 
attitudes, dispositions, values, and viewpoints (Datnow & Park, 2014).    Program data 
applies to information regarding the quality of school programs and effectiveness of 
expenditures (Learning Point Associates, 2004). Program data that may inform data-
driven decisions are participation and cost of events, special programs, and activities. 
Finally, instructional (also called process data) data includes information about the 
learning experiences of students.   Instructional data used to inform data-driven decisions 
may include quality of curriculum, patterns of course enrollment, teacher uses of time, 
and student interventions (Datnow & Park, 2014).  Understanding that there are many 
types of data available provides educators with more sources of information from which 




Review of Frameworks for Understanding Data Use Processes 
A conceptual framework is something that explains key factors, concepts, and 
variables of the phenomena being studied and the presumed relationships among them 
(Miles & Huberman, 1994; Yin, 2014).  Researchers and practitioners use framework 
models to understand processes of data use within organizations.  The literature offers 
several systemic frameworks that can be used to understand educational data-driven 
decision making.  These frameworks are lenses for viewing interactions among factors 
that influence process outcomes. Sense making or conceptualization of data is specific to 
the context in which the process is situated and the extent to which the school has 
developed capacity for using data (Datnow et al., 2013; Mandinach & Jackson, 2012). 
For this reason, a single theory or model cannot comprehensively explain data-driven 
decision making for every context.  Reviewed in this section are frameworks that 
represent examples of how data use is understood within the context of education.  In the 
interest of time, this project study could only rely on a single model for data analysis.   
This section discusses a variety of frameworks that are also suitable lenses for 
examining data use in educational settings.  All of these models and frameworks were 
reviewed in order to identify a model that best aligns to this project study.  Each 
framework is unique and can be used to accommodate a particular emphasis, focus, or 
function.  These frameworks are characterized by the manner in which they were 
generated; they are either based on empirical research or practical experience.  A 
combination of these frameworks can produce a powerful tool for gaining a 




Conceptual Frameworks:  Based on Practical Experience 
The following frameworks were created by educator-researchers who, in their 
own right, led successful developments of a comprehensive professional development 
programs.  These authors present heuristics for illustrating the basic processes or steps to 
be followed in implementing new strategies for improving data-use process.  They apply 
extensive experiences with best practices for effective and collaborative use of school 
data toward generating these frameworks for understanding and using data within 
schools. These frameworks they have produced significant gains in student achievement 
in schools across the United States. 
The Using Data Process framework (Love, 2009) is a lens through which data use 
can be understood at the school level.  This framework focuses on the manner in which 
school-level data teams process student performance data.  The Using Data Process of 
Collaborative Inquiry was developed through a joint project between TERC and WestEd; 
it is based on practice and practical experience.  The author’s intended purpose of the 
project was to create a model for school improvement focused on developing data 
coaches so they can lead a collaborative inquiry within school-based data teams.  An 
overarching purpose for the model is to influence schools to develop a culture of 
continuous and collaborative data use that improves teaching and learning (Love et al., 
2008).  Figure 3 illustrates the five stages of the Using Data Process of Collaborative 
Inquiry model: (a) foundation building; (b) identifying student learning problems; (c) 




solutions.  The data team must collect and examine data to transition between each of the 
stages.   
Love (2008) explained the metaphorical bridge between data and results.  The 
author posits that educators often collect and analyze data but may not understand how to 
it is used to improve student learning and achieve desired results.  The framework uses 
collaborative inquiry to bridge the gap between data analysis and student achievement.  
Desired outcomes from applying this framework are closing the achievement gap, 
establishing a collaborative school culture characterized by collective responsibility for 
student learning, and increased student achievement. 
 
Figure 3. Using data process.  Adapted from Love, N., Stiles, K., Mundry, S., & 
DiRanna, K. (2008). The data coach's guide to improving learning for all students: 
Unleashing the power of collaborative inquiry. Thousand Oaks, Calif: Corwin Press.  
This figure illustrates the conceptual framework for collaborative inquiry that is used to 
“bridge the gap” between data and results.  Adapted with permission (see Appendix J). 
Holcomb’s (2004) Using Data for Alignment and Achievement is a framework 
























practice.  School reform efforts, implementation processes, instructional efforts, learning 
experiences, and all other enterprise within the school comprise a portfolio of practice; 
these are things that have occurred.  Educators within the school may begin with the 
mission in mind, but it is sometimes difficult to determine how closely the portfolio of 
practice aligns with the mission (the expressed intentions) of the school.  The Using Data 
for Alignment and Achievement framework helps to gauge and monitor alignment 
between experienced practice (portfolio of practice) and intended practice (the mission).  
In this regard, Holcomb (2004) places a strong emphasis on the importance of creating a 
shared school mission and evidencing work towards accomplishing that mission through 
a portfolio of school-level data.  The system integrity of a teaching and learning process 
can be assessed by “whether we do what we say we will do” (Holcomb, 2004, p. 5).  
Figure 4 illustrates how creating an achievement plan is a process comprised of a several 
checks for alignment which culminates into a large portfolio of evidence.  The plan uses 
several feedback loops that ensure alignment: (a) alignment between mission and the 
school portfolio; (b) alignment between mission, portfolio, and concerns; (c) alignment 
between concerns and priorities; (d) alignment between priorities, study, and strategies; 
(e) alignment between priorities, strategies, and evidence; (f) alignment between 
strategies, evidence, and action plans (Holcomb, 2004).  The process filters many 
concerns into a few key priorities which receive a strong focus and study.  Strategies are 
determined and evidenced through formative assessments.  Finally, action plans are 
created to ensure that map out the process so leadership and all stakeholders can 




evidence each other whereas the enterprise of the organization should be actions lead to 
actualizing the mission.  Although presented as a linear process, ongoing data use 
populates the framework and makes it function as a cyclical ongoing school improvement 
process. This framework can be used as a tool for examining systemic data use at the 
school level and how the mission aligns with stakeholder actions. 
 
Figure 4. Using data for alignment and achievement framework. Holcomb, E. (2004). 
Getting excited about data: Combining people, passion, and proof to maximize student 
achievement. Thousand Oaks, Calif: Corwin Press.  This figure illustrates the conceptual 
framework for aligning experienced practice with espoused practice. Used with 
permission (see Appendix K). 
Datnow and Park (2014) contend that data use is complex because people, 
policies, practices, and patterns (the Four Ps) within a school create dynamic and unique 
contexts.  The Four Ps framework inadvertently serves as a dashboard for examining 
school culture.  Educators’ actions, how they perceive their work, the extent of 
commitment, and motivational levels are all shaped by the Four Ps (Datnow & Park, 
2014).  The Four Ps Framework is a context-focused approach; it examines the people 




consequences (Datnow & Park, 2014).  Figure 5 is an illustrated representation of the 
Four Ps Framework rendered for the purposes of this literature review study with 
permission from Datnow and Park.   The figure depicts the manner in which data use 
process is made complex because “it is situated in a setting governed by long-standing 
people, policies, practices, and patterns” (Datnow & Park, 2014, p. 26).  All of these 
system components interact and influence the data use implementation process.   
The Four Ps Framework is the philosophy that underpins much of the work 
produced by Datnow and Park.  The framework incorporates strong influences of 
sociological theory, specifically the work of James Spillane, and often refers to the 
manner in which interactions create context that influences process.  Spillane (2012b) 
describes the distributed leadership perspective as collective interactions among leaders, 
followers, and their situation that generates leadership practice.  The implication is that, 
over time, followers gain enough experience with leadership practice that they become 
leaders themselves; the process serves as an apprenticeship of sorts.  Datnow and Park 
(2014) extend the concept of collective interactions to four aspects (people, patterns, 
policies, and practices) that comprise the context in which the process is situated.  The 
interactions described in the Four Ps Framework are organic and ongoing.  An 
overarching implication of the framework is that an understanding of organizational 
culture helps to predict process outcomes.   
Perhaps, a synthesis of the research findings from Datnow and Park’s studies 
would offer the following sentiment: it depends.  Their studies (Datnow & Park, 2012; 




process is affected by, and is contingent upon, the manner in which its actors (or factors) 
interact with the one another; context is key.  The Four Ps framework is the corner stone 
for the authors’ more comprehensive Framework for Data-Informed Decision-making. 
 
 Figure 5. Four Ps framework. Datnow, A., & Park, V. (2014). Data-Driven Leadership 
(First edition ed.). San Francisco, Calif: Jossey-Bass.  This figure was created by the 
author of this project study with permission by A. Datnow (see Appendix L).  The figure 
illustrates the author’s description of the four Ps framework which explicates the manner 
in which organizational factors interact with and influence data use.  
This four Ps framework can be used to help educators understand the complexities 
of a collaborative data use process.  The authors posit that it can be used to better predict 
the outcomes of reform efforts within the local context (Datnow & Park, 2014).  This 
framework is more philosophical than heuristic.  It is a suggestion of how process can be 




Conceptual Frameworks:  Based on Empirical Research 
The following frameworks are based on empirical research studies.  Development 
begins with a review of related research and conceptualizations found in the literature.  
Research literature serves as a cornerstone for the construction of these process models.  
It is useful to consider a wide range of models as they offer a variety of ways to 
understand the manner in which contextual factors influence data use in schools (Datnow 
& Park, 2014). These frameworks are well-developed and have a strong empirical 
foundation.   
Coburn and Turner (2011b) created the Framework for Data Use as a lens for 
understanding organizational data use through the context of data use interventions.  The 
authors explain that research has identified a variety of factors that influence 
organizational data use; their framework examines the interactions among these factors 
along the pathway between data use interventions and outcomes (Coburn & Turner, 
2011b).  The authors explain that the process of data use is what results from individuals 
interacting with data in the course of their ongoing work.  The framework illustrates the 
manner in which schools and districts are nested within organizational and political 
contexts.  Data interpretation processes are impacted by organizational and political 
contexts; this relationship is represented by the two circles in Figure 6.  The final 
component of the framework illustrates how interventions, interpretation processes, and 
influences of context work together to produce outcomes.  The framework is 
substantiated by thorough analysis of the literature but considers all influences except the 




framework brings awareness to the potential outcomes of data use including 
organizational change, change in the practices of educators, and improved student 
learning.  The Framework for Data Use presents an important caveat to the academic 
discussion concerning the dynamic of data use within organizational and political 
contexts; it is a framework that can be used to examine macro-level data use. 
 
Figure 6. Framework for data use. Coburn, C. E., & Turner, E. O. (2011). Research on 
data use: A framework and analysis. Measurement: Interdisciplinary Research and 
Perspectives, 9(4), 173-206.  This figure illustrates the conceptual framework for 
understanding the pathway between data use interventions and outcomes. Used with 
permission (see Appendix M). 
The Framework for Data-Informed Decision making was created from a two-
phase case study where Datnow and Park (2014) examined high-performing data-driven 
schools the United States.  The framework (Figure 7) is an illustration of an expanded 
systemic view of the Four Ps ideology.  The framework illustration has been redrawn, 




The original illustration lists all of the components that comprise each area of the 
framework.   
The authors suggest that school level data use process is affected by site, district, 
state, and federal level contexts.  The explicit consideration of how the socio-political 
landscape shapes micro-level process makes this framework a lens through which to 
examine complexities of reform processes.  This is known as the co-construction 
perspective for understanding implementation (Datnow, Hubbard, & Mehan, 2002).  The 
seminal Berman and McLaughlin (1978) RAND Change Agent studies suggested that 
implementation should be seen as a process of mutual adaptation; outcomes are 
dependent upon the way individuals within the local context interpret and enact policies 
(McLaughlin, 1987).  The importance of context suggested by the mutual adaptation 
perspective greatly contributes to the co-construction perspective which  explained shows 
how multiple levels of the educational system may constrain or enable implementation 
(Datnow et al., 2002; Levin & Datnow, 2012).  The co-construction perspective provides 
the theoretical underpinnings of both the Four Ps framework and the Framework for 





Figure 7. Framework for data-informed decision making. Datnow, A., & Park, V. (2014). 
Data-Driven Leadership (First edition ed.). San Francisco, Calif: Jossey-Bass.  Adapted 
with permission (see Appendix L). 
Datnow and Park (2014) list specific findings from their research that informed 
the creation of the framework: 
 Student performance is at the heart of data-informed decision making. 
 Numerous types of data can inform decisions 
 Tools can aid educators in gathering, analyzing, and using data effectively. 
 Leadership stretches across districts and schools and helps shape the 
knowledge, skills, and capacity building for reform. 
 Data literacy is required at both the school and district and school levels. 
 Accountability legislation can provide political leverage for district and 




Student performance is at the heart of the framework.  The small circles represent 
factors that can be controlled at the individual or school level.  The large circle and large 
squares represent the socio-political landscape that affects the educators’ work with data.  
The authors explained that, in keeping with the conceptual framework, they first gathered 
qualitative data (interviews, documents, and observations), created transcripts, and 
analyzed the data for leadership and organizational factors that influenced data-driven 
decision making among educators (Datnow & Park, 2014).  It is important to remember 
that this framework is used to demonstrate interactive relationships among factors.    
Conceptualization of the Framework for Simple versus Complex DDDM emerged 
from two RAND studies conducted by Ikemoto and Marsh (2007).  The authors 
conducted interviews, focus groups, and surveys to gather data about the manner in 
which educators conceptualize data-driven decision making (DDDM). Ikemoto and 
Marsh (2007) discovered that responses varied greatly among those who participated in 
the studies.  However, they noted that educators tend to interpret and act on data in 
particular ways regardless of the type of data.  Findings helped the researchers 
conceptualize that variations in data vary along two continua: (a) type of data and (b) 
nature of data analysis and decision making (Ikemoto & Marsh, 2007).  With this notion, 
the researchers began to categorize organizational data use orientations into four 
quadrants (Figure 8).   
The model is used to categorize the capacity of the school to engage in data-
driven decision making and the range of processes associated (Datnow & Park, 2014).  




educators’ decision making are affected by the following dimensions: basis of 
interpretation, reliance on knowledge, type of analysis, extent of participation, and 
frequency (Ikemoto & Marsh, 2007).  This model can be used to understand the 
sophistication of organizational capacity for data use. 
 
Figure 8. Framework for simple versus complex DDDM. Ikemoto, G., & Marsh, J. 
(2007). Cutting through the “data-driven” mantra: Different conceptions of data-driven 
decision making. Yearbook of the National Society for the Study of Education (Wiley-
Blackwell), 106(1), 105-131.  Adapted with permission (see Appendix N). 
Sometimes frameworks can be used in combination.  Jimerson (2013) 
incorporates the simple versus complex framework into an integrated model for 
understanding how educators create mental models for conceptualizing the manner in 
which data is used. In doing so, the author was able to examine both capacity for data use 




Professional Learning Communities (PLC) 
There are several types of team models for working with data to inform decisions 
about teaching and learning.  The most preferred format of a collaborative data team is 
the professional learning community (DuFour & Fullan, 2013; Hoaglund, Birkenfeld, & 
Box, 2014; Owen, 2014).  Characteristics of professional learning communities (PLC) 
align closely with the components of an effective RTI problem-solving framework. 
Effective implementation of these communities results in teacher development and 
improved student achievement.  PLCs are comprised of a group of individuals who learn 
together through a continuous process of collaborative problem solving with the 
intentions of improving practice (DuFour, DuFour, & Eaker, 1998; Leclerc, Moreau, 
Dumouchel, & Sallafranque-St-Louis, 2012; Owen, 2014).  In an effective PLC process, 
educators engage in an ongoing process of collective inquiry and action research in an 
effort to improve student learning (DuFour et al., 2010).   Professional learning 
communities provides the structure needed for collaborative data team work to be 
effective.  Data teams are one type of PLC that examines and analyzes student data; 
determines effective instructional strategies, develops common assessments, and designs 
lessons (Stewart, 2014).  A PLC framework could enable data teams to engage in 
effective data-driven decision making processes.  
Educators in an effective PLC share expertise and collaborate to determine plans 
of action for addressing gaps in practice.  Peter Senge’s work is often credited with 
bringing the concept of learning organizations to the forefront (Hord, 2004).  Senge 




practices of the time encouraged individuals to work independently to complete tasks.  
People within a learning organization experience a transition of thinking where they start 
to think of themselves as connected to others and view problems as things that are 
solvable through collaborative practices (Senge, 1990).  Educational researchers and 
theorists began to further develop the construct of the learning organization; the modified 
model was popularized into a transformed form currently referred to as the professional 
learning community.   
McLaughlin and Talbert (2003) reported research findings that suggested 
common traits of PLCs: (a) shared norms and beliefs, (b) collegial relations, (c) 
collaborative cultures, (d) reflective practice, (e) ongoing technical inquiry regarding 
effective practice, (f) professional growth, (g) mutual support, and (h) obligation.  
DuFour and Eaker (1998) later contributed six essential characteristics of PLCs: (a) a 
focus on learning, (b) a collaborative culture stressing learning for all, (c) collective 
inquiry into best practices, (d) an action orientation (learning by doing), (e) a 
commitment to continuous improvement, and (f) a focus on results.  In order to develop 
the capacity to transition from traditional schools to PLCs, DuFour and Fullan (2013) 
maintain that educators have a relentless focus on learning  for all students, foster a 
collaborative culture and collective effort to support student and adult learning; and use a 
results orientation to improve practice and drive continuous improvement.  This study 
explores affordances and barriers to implementation of RTI and to investigate how the 
RTI problem-solving data teams within the school under study use data to inform their 




will evolve into professional learning communities.  For this study, tenets of PLCs will be 
used to examine the group dynamic and capacity for collaborative inquiry within the data 
teams. 
Teacher Isolation and Collaboration 
The professional isolation and alienation of teachers has been a major concern in 
the field of education (Snoek, 2013).  Traditional models of schooling involve teachers 
who work in isolation within the confines of their own classrooms; these teachers do not 
engage in professional conversations or collaborations that result in modifying or 
improving practice to accommodate students’ needs.  The widely-held perception that 
teaching is an isolated and self-reliant profession can be partially attributed to the nature 
of the school’s internal organizational structure (Fallon & Barnett, 2009).  Dufour and 
Marzano (2011) state that it is difficult for school leadership to have direct influence on 
staff due to teacher isolation; the isolation is induced by the traditional structure and 
scheduling of schools.  There may be teachers that function fine within isolation, but 
those small pockets of excellence seldom reach out to positively influence or drive whole 
school reform efforts. 
In regards to the effects of teacher isolation, the most commonly cited studies are 
John Goodlad (1984), Lieberman and Rosenholtz (1987).  The findings put forth the 
following notions regarding teacher isolation: 
 Teachers who work in autonomous isolation are not interested in 
examining their own practices or participating in discourse regarding 




 Isolation does not lend itself to individual teacher growth or school 
improvement. Teachers were uncertain about what to do and how to do it. 
(Lieberman & Rosenholtz, 1987). 
Teachers in isolation only tend access to data from their own students.  They 
must, however, be able to gauge the extent to which their practices are effective; this is 
done through comparisons with the work of other teachers.  DuFour et al. (2010); 
(Hoaglund et al., 2014) contend that data alone will not improve teaching and learning or 
become a catalyst for improvement unless those data are put in context to provide a basis 
for comparison. In this regard, the potential of even the most dedicated teacher can be 
stifled by a lack of a collaborative culture. 
Collaboration is at the heart of most models of continuous school improvement 
that involves small group work (Dever & Lash, 2013; DuFour & Mattos, 2013).   In a 
study of collaboration teams, Prytula, Hellste, and McIntyre (2010) suggested that 
educators needed a paradigm shift away from a knowledge-transmission toward a 
knowledge creation view of education.  This shift would require teacher collaboration 
rather than isolation.  However, gathering teachers and asking them to work in a 
collaborative context is not a silver bullet approach that ensures progress or productivity.  
Stanley (2011) states, “A group of teachers can work together to either reinvent and 
improve teaching practice or simply reinforce the status quo” (p. 73).  The literature 
supports the notion that it is better to attempt the establishment of a collaborative culture 
than to allow teachers to experience the debilitating effects of teacher isolation (DuFour 




reducing achievement gaps (Moller et al., 2013).  A synthesis of the literature would 
suggest that teacher development is an inductive process that must be nurtured by a 
positive school culture and is most effective when collaborative in approach.  
Jacobs et al. (2009) conducted a qualitative study to understand various ways that 
classroom teachers used data to inform their instruction.  The researchers created a ladder 
of sophistication to rank data literacy of the participants.  One important implication from 
this study is that teachers involved in a collaborative cultures cultivated data competence 
through shared expertise and direct participation.  The study found that teachers who had 
more support gained more experience engaging in data use. 
Burn, Mutton, and Hagger (2010) conducted a longitudinal study which followed 
17 teachers from postgraduate education through their third year of teaching experience.  
A series of classroom observations and interviews informed the study.    The study 
validated the importance of teacher collaboration and environmental influences on 
teacher learning.  The findings discussed important implications pertaining to co-
construction and participation (community of practice) elements as well as ill-effects of 
teacher isolation.  The authors constructed a table suggesting that teachers have three 
learning orientations: intentionality (extent to which learning is planned), frame of 
reference (extent to which teacher looked beyond their experience to develop self-
efficacy), and aspiration (vision of improved student and self-learning) (Burn et al., 
2010). The article briefly describes how some participants experienced an audit culture.  
Hodkinson and Hodkinson (2004) describes an audit culture as being obsessed with short 




Advances in technology make it possible for teachers in rural areas or isolated 
fields of study to form professional learning networks through internet-based bulletin 
boards and social media technology. The research suggests that online communities offer 
virtual spaces where teachers could have honest discussions, collaborate, explore ideas, 
and provide support for one another (Dodor, Sira, & Hausafus, 2010; Hur & Brush, 2009)  
The study suggested that virtual spaces for teachers could reduce isolation and the 
premature attrition rate of teachers.   
Online professional development services such as Edivation (formerly PD 360) 
integrate elements of social networking to encourage global community learning.  On a 
smaller scale, Francis and Jacobsen (2013) studied professional development for 13 
educators from geographically scattered regions and found that the group was able to 
form a collaborative community.  Researchers are beginning to populate the literature 
with discussions about the extent to which online collaboration can establish 
communities.  Studies are currently exploring the viability of online professional learning 
communities   (Blitz, 2013b).  With the success of social networking sites such as 
Facebook, Twitter, and Pinterest, exploratory integrations of online communities are 
logical enterprises for the education community. 
A review of the literature regarding teacher isolation will ultimately lead to the 
writing of Andy Hargreaves. In his seminal work, Changing teachers, changing times: 
Teachers' work and culture in the postmodern age, Hargreaves (1994) contributed a 
distinction between collaborative cultures and contrived collegiality.  In collaborative 




constructive, pervasive across time and space, and unscripted (Hargreaves, 1994).  
Collaborative cultures conflict with systems where decision making is highly centralized.  
In contrast, contrived collegiality is compulsory, anticipated, programmatic, 
implementation-oriented, regulated, and rigid in time and space. Contrived collegiality 
among teachers will not generate meaningful or sustainable change (Datnow, 2011).  In 
the school under study, state initiatives and building level protocols appear to align with 
characteristics of contrived collegiality.  The administration has invested time, effort, and 
money into establishing a culture for collaborative data use, but an examination of the 
implementation process is needed to determine the extent to which norms are consistent 
with collaborative cultures. 
Collaborative Data Teams.  Teams are a critical element of RTI and are the 
medium through which data-based decision making occurs on all levels of the process 
(Nellis, 2012).  Despite widespread use of collaborative teams in education today, 
educators continue to struggle with using them effectively; this is particularly true for 
problem-solving teams (Nellis, 2012).  Data teams are necessary to promote 
differentiation of practices needed to address individual needs of students and an 
increased demand for accountability (Nelson, Deuel, Slavit, & Kennedy, 2010).  
Educational researchers contend that collaborative inquiry approaches to data use are 
essential for schools that hope to improve student achievement and close achievement 
gaps among students (Dever & Lash, 2013; Francis & Jacobsen, 2013; Love, 2009).  
Effective data use often results in improved teaching practice such as collaboration, better 




and national educational associations advocate the use of a  systematic process for 
working with data, in collaborative contexts, is critical for making sound educational 
policy decisions (Little, 2012).  Collaborative teams help to solve problems as well as 
offer an effective format of professional development. 
Collaborative teams can be effective whether they are longstanding or temporary.  
Meirink, Imants, Meijer, and Verloop (2010) found that temporary and voluntary teams 
could develop cohesion if the members were focused on exchanging both ideas and 
experiences for shared problem-solving.  Shared problem-solving and group cohesion 
among teachers helps to generate positive student learning.  Mistretta (2012) studied 
eight teachers who participated in collaborative teams for professional development.  The 
professional development involved a three step modeling technique: (a) brief, (b) 
observe, and (c) debrief.  The group discussed a focus lesson, observed a facilitator 
deliver the lesson to students, and the group discussed their observations.  Teachers 
documented further thoughts into a reflective journal.  This collaborative exercise in 
reflective practice resulted in teachers continually adjusting their practices to improve 
student instruction (Mistretta, 2012).  Ultimately, the teachers saw the value of 
collaboration and incorporated more student-to-student interactive activities within the 
classroom curriculum. 
Research offers two branches of literature regarding the use of collaborative 
teams.  One strand comes from the literature regarding group problem-solving models 
such as professional learning communities.  The other strand derives from pre-referral 




Prereferral teams.  Prereferral teams are commonly associated with special 
education and were developed to offer instructional support for struggling students within 
the general education classroom.  Nellis (2012) provides a chronological list of resources 
for each of these approaches: teacher assistance teams, child study teams, prereferral 
intervention teams, mainstream assistance teams, instructional consultation teams, and 
instructional support teams.  Although the original intention of these teams is to assist 
general educators, they continue to specifically associated with referrals for special 
education evaluation (Nellis, 2012).  Student learning gaps are not specifically addressed 
through this process; they are identified and prescribed a set of classroom 
accommodations that (a) raise teacher awareness about the student’s disability and (b) 
work around the student’s deficiencies in a manner that intends to reduce the frustration 
level.  
Implications 
The literature review established the importance of collaborative inquiry, effective 
data-driven-decision making, distributed leadership, and professional learning 
communities (PLCs) for successful implementation of RTI that positively impacts student 
learning.  The staff has yet to receive professional development on data-driven decision 
making.  Both old and new RTI models promoted by the state contain problem-solving 
components. The problem-solving component is heavily reliant upon the educator’s 
ability to engage in data-driven decision making (Virginia Department of Education, 
2013).  Both models require that classroom teachers engage in the problem-solving 




(Virginia Department of Education, 2013).  In addition, educators do not receive 
professional development specific to collaborative inquiry or professional learning 
communities (PLCs).  The current variation of teaming in the school under study does not 
meet the research-based attributes that qualify the groups as PLCs. Consequently, 
treatment integrity and data use across tiers remain inconsistent and ineffective, data-
driven decision making within the existing problem-solving teams is needed, and explicit 
identifications of instructional interventions are lacking.  Existing problem-solving data 
teams are functioning as obligatory committee delegations where teachers may lack 
influence in decision making.  A project for this study must address a deficit in human 
capacity through a year-long series of professional development sessions dedicated to the 
implementation of PLCs and collaborative inquiry for teachers and administrators.  
Historically, special education teams have been the only team model employed by 
the staff within the school under study.  There may be a possibility that educators at the 
school confuse the intentions of the RTI team process with the function of a special 
education pre-referral team. Philosophical barriers may exist as a result of such 
confusion.  For example, a predisposition to conduct meetings in a special education 
evaluation team format may be hindering the implementation of a true professional 
learning community process. That is, the process may be prescriptive in approach and the 
problem-solving component of data-driven decision making could be excluded 
altogether.  A synthesis of the literature would suggest that the educators within the target 
school must begin to use formative assessments that inform instruction as an ongoing 




and modify instruction to address their needs. Understanding both realms of teaming may 
help to interpret and analyze the data in later stages of this study.   
Effective collaborative problem-solving processes must be ongoing throughout 
the year.  A traditional professional development and implementation process may not be 
feasible due to the limitations associated with the small rural context.  The project for this 
study must the barriers characteristic in traditional professional development through the 
use of a collaborative online professional development model. An online or hybrid 
framework will compensate for issues associated with time, space, and resources.   
In the school under study, state initiatives and building level protocols appear to 
align with characteristics of contrived collegiality.  Contrived collegiality is forced 
collaboration among teachers (Owen, 2014).  It is compulsory, anticipated, 
programmatic, implementation-oriented, regulated, and rigid in time and space. 
Contrived collegiality among teachers will not generate meaningful or sustainable change 
(Datnow, 2011).  In the school under study, state initiatives and building level protocols 
appear to align with characteristics of contrived collegiality. A paradigm shift to 
distributed leadership through effective implementation of professional learning 
communities is the key to turning around such a centralized model.  The change would be 
too comprehensive and philosophically complex to address without fully informing the 
stakeholders within the local context.   
The complexity and scope of the research problem called for a project that 
addresses systemic change within the school under study.  A series of professional 




study is a framework for blended professional learning.  The intended audience of 
teachers, administrators, and policy makers can benefit from a comprehensive framework 
that incorporates evidenced-based characteristics of effective professional learning.  If 
implemented with fidelity, the framework could ultimately lead to improved student 
learning and achievement. 
This section explored several possible projects that would address a variety of 
implications derived from section one.  Although it may appear that a white paper is the 
most suitable project for this study, a framework for professional learning was the 
determined research outcome for this study. 
 Summary 
This section provided a review of literature associated with the local problem for 
this study.  The literature review revealed several contributing factors that interact with 
implementation of the collaborative RTI problem-solving teams within schools.  These 
factors were discussed in detail following an overview of RTI.  These factors included 
the socio-political landscape, 21st-century learning, collaboration among teachers, data-
driven decision making, achievement gaps, teacher isolation, teacher collaboration, 
teaming, and conceptual frameworks used for understanding data use were presented in 
Section one.   
The next section provides a description of the methodology used to investigate the 
local problem using a qualitative case study design. Section 3 will outline a project that 




initial study.  Section 4 will contain a final conclusion and reflections on the process of 
completing this study.   
Section 2: The Methodology 
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to investigate how RTI data teams 
use data to improve student learning and close achievement gaps within the school being 
studied.  This study examined a local problem regarding RTI problem-solving data teams, 
formed to comply with a state initiative to close achievement gaps, which were not 
producing expected gains in student achievement.  This section describes the research 
design and rationale for this project study.  Discussion of participant selection methods 
and the role of the researcher is included.  A variety of data collection methods are 
explained which include interviews, observations, and review of documentation.  Efforts 
taken to ensure validity and reliability of the findings are also discussed.   
The target school is following a RTI framework that heavily depends on the 
employment of an effective data-driven decision making process.  This study examined 
the enterprise of individuals who participate in data teams that were formed to comply 
with a state initiative to implement RTI within an elementary school.  An explanation of 
the process of choosing a qualitative case study design and the manner in which it was 
applied to exploring the data use process will be discussed within this section, followed 




Research Design and Approach 
This project study used a qualitative research approach to understand participant 
experiences within RTI problem-solving data teams.  The aim of qualitative research is to 
identify a problem based on a need to explicate occurrences (Creswell, 2012).  In this 
project study, achievement gaps persist despite a lengthy implementation effort by 
educators to improve student learning.  Qualitative research explores the meaning people 
create and identifies variables that cannot be measured (Creswell, 2013).  This study 
explored the perspectives of educators who are involved in the implementation process of 
RTI data teams.  Their articulated understandings, opinions, and attitudes regarding the 
implementation process contributed nuances about the case that could not have been 
gathered through quantitative means of data collection.   
Rather than examining specific variables in the situation, this study was 
concerned with how all of the parts worked together.  Qualitative studies derive from 
philosophical frameworks that explore views on the nature of reality and the manner in 
which people make sense of how something works (Lodico, Spaulding, & Voegtle, 
2010).  Quantitative methods do not allow for data collection that offers the depth of 
information required to address the research questions for this study (Creswell, 2012; 
Yin, 2014).  The research questions aligned with qualitative case study research because 
they were oriented to explore participant perceptions and required an in-depth 
understanding of the problem (Lodico et al., 2010).  Finding from this type of research 




Justification for Qualitative Case Study Design 
This study used a qualitative case study research design.  According to Yin 
(2104), a case study is an in-depth investigation of a contemporary phenomenon within 
its real-world context.  The case in this study was bound by the participants’ common 
experience of participating in the data teams (Creswell, 2012; Lodico et al., 2010).   Case 
study design is appropriate for gaining an in-depth understanding of the participant’s 
situation through observation, examination of unobtrusive documents, and participant 
perspectives.  Also, a case study uses a variety of sources for the sake of converging 
evidence and ensuring the validity of findings through data triangulation (Yin, 2014).  In 
an earlier publication, Merriam (1998) stated that a case study design is employed to gain 
in-depth understanding of the situation and meaning for the participants.  Case study 
research emphasizes process rather than outcomes, in context rather than a specific 
variable, in exploration rather than validation (Merriam, 2009).  In this study, I sought to 
gain insight and an in-depth understanding of a situation: the failing enterprise of RTI 
problem-solving data teams within the local context.  Qualitative case study research was 
appropriate for this study which explores a bound case within a local context.  
The purpose of this study was to investigate how RTI data teams use data to 
improve student learning and close achievement gaps within the school being studied.  
The research questions required an examination of ongoing process, an observation of 
practice, and conversations with participants in an effort to gain a deeper understanding 
of the situation.  A variety of other research approaches were reviewed to ensure that case 




Other Approaches Considered 
Creswell (2013) explained that there are five approaches to qualitative study: 
narrative, phenomenological, ethnographic, grounded theory, and case study.  All five 
approaches were considered for this study.  Narrative and ethnography were the first 
approaches removed from consideration.  Narrative research is used for capturing the life 
experiences of a single individual; the focus is on the individual rather than a 
phenomenon (Lodico et al., 2010).  Ethnographic research involves researcher immersion 
within the culture of the population being studied  over an extended period of time 
(Merriam, 2009).  Ethnography relies heavily upon field observations as a primary data 
collection method.   The population being studied is usually not mainstream and may 
have been marginalized by society (Creswell, 2013).  Neither narrative nor ethnography 
was a good fit for this study which used interviews of multiple participants as a primary 
source of data to inform research questions about a single phenomenon.    
The intention of grounded theory research is to establish or discover a theory that 
is grounded in data (Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 2009).   All of the participants in a 
grounded theory study have experienced the process (Creswell, 2013).  Grounded theory 
studies produce findings that can be generalized to a larger population beyond the local 
context of the study (Lodico et al., 2010).  The conditions of this project study did not 
lend themselves to grounded theory research.  First, the participants were actors within a 
process that was still being established; it would have been difficult to establish a theory 
of practice if the process upon which the theory is based lacks refinement.  Second, the 




offer a project that could result in positive social change within the confines of the 
research site.   
A phenomenological study provides the shared experiences of several individuals 
regarding a single phenomenon (Creswell, 2013).  This form of qualitative study isolates 
a phenomenon in order to comprehend its essence (Merriam, 2009).   Merriam (2009) 
explained that the phenomenological approach is best suited for “studying affective, 
emotional, and often intense human experiences” (p. 26).   The phenomenological 
approach would not have aligned with the research questions for this study.  Rather than 
focus on a particular single phenomenon, this study examined an ongoing implementation 
process composed of multiple components, actors, and factors.  
Population and Participants  
The study was conducted in a small rural school district located in the mideastern 
region of the United States.  The entire school district has a population of approximately 
1,300 students among three schools.  Individuals invited to participate in the proposed 
study were chosen from a participant pool of comprised of the 36 educators who 
participated in the RTI data teams.  Grades K-3 had five teachers per level while Grades 
4-5 have only four teachers per level.  In addition to classroom teachers, other personnel 
are involved in the RTI process, including two specialists (one math and one reading), 
two building administrators (principal and assistant principal), two central office 
administrators (assistant superintendent and director of special education), and a visiting 
data coach (adjunct university faculty).  Enrichment teachers in areas such as art, math, 




data teams were grouped by grade level; they were composed of teachers, on-site 
administrators, and central office administrators.  Depending on the grade level, there 
could be four or five teachers per data team who served alongside a building and central 
office administrator.  Special education teachers, specialists, and consultants may have 
participated in meetings on occasion.  Each data team meeting was facilitated by the 
assistant superintendent.  The facilitator scheduled meeting dates, determined the meeting 
agenda, created handouts, and led the discussion.  The meetings were cancelled if the 
assistant superintendent could not be present.   
Criteria for Selecting Participants 
A criterion-based selection process, commonly referred to as purposeful 
sampling, was used to select participants for this study.  The criteria established for the 
purposeful sampling process reflected the purpose of the study and guided identification 
of key informants (Merriam, 2009).  In qualitative research, purposeful sampling is based 
on the assumption that the investigator must select a sample from which the most can be 
learned in order to gain deeper understanding and insight into a case (Creswell, 2013; 
Merriam, 2009).  Ideally, key informants would have experience with the implementation 
process from inception to the present for a span of 4 years.  For this reason, educators 
with less than 2 years of involvement in the RTI implementation process, at the school 
being studied, were not asked to participate in the study.  A list of attributes essential to 
the study was compared against the attributes of potential participants in the population 
pool.  The criteria for selection were (a) current participant in one of the six RTI 




educator in the school division where the school under study is situated.  In addition, the 
most experienced respondent from each data team was chosen.  Simply stated, the 
population of interest for this project study were educators who had participated in the 
RTI problem-solving data teams for more than 2 years in a small rural elementary school 
that failed to improve achievement gaps for 4 consecutive years.  
Justification for the Number of Participants 
Thirteen volunteer participants were purposefully selected from the participant 
pool to participate in the study.  Representative members from each data team were 
interviewed to determine alignment across the grade levels and inform the research 
problem.  The number of participants chosen was a reflection of what was needed to 
inform the questions at the beginning of the study (Merriam, 2009).  The justification for 
a sample size of 13 educators was that this sample would yield detailed information from 
a cross-section of educators representing various grade levels and authoritative capacities.  
In the school under study, the participant pool was composed of 36 eligible participants 
who were distributed among six RTI problem-solving data teams.  For this reason, 
interviewing eight elementary classroom teachers, one special education teacher, two 
peripheral teachers, and two administrators provided an appropriate cross-section of 
stakeholders involved in the process under study.  NVivo10 computer software assisted 
with collecting, organizing, and analyzing the large amount of data collected from the 




Procedures for Gaining Access to Participants  
Following Walden IRB approval (approval number 04-30-15-0316567), 
expressed written consent to conduct research within the local site was granted by the 
superintendent of the division and the building principal.  I informed the faculty about the 
study during a brief faculty meeting presentation supplemented by organizational email.  
I established a new Gmail account for the sole purpose of data collection for this study.  
All 36 target participants were invited to participate in the research study via email; 13 
participants were selected from those who volunteered.  Included in this communication 
were the purpose of the study, participant expectations (e.g., anticipated length of 
interview sessions), ethical considerations, contact information, and the voluntary nature 
of participation (Appendix G).  Identities of participants were encoded and maintained 
confidentially during the reporting phase.  In addition, demographic data such as gender, 
ethnicity, courses taught, and years of teaching experience were kept from the final report 
to avoid identification of participants within the very small local context.    
Methods of Establishing a Researcher-Participant Working Relationship  
A researcher–participant working relationship with the participants was 
established through a variety of measures.  Each participant received an e-mail detailing 
the purpose of the study, the participant’s role, and benefits of taking part in the study.  
The interviews began with an assurance that responses were voluntary and would remain 
confidential.  Member checking enabled the participants to view transcripts of their 
interviews to assure accuracy of data.  My role as the researcher and as interviewer and 




were informed that honest perceptions would provide credible data for the study.  
Participants were informed that all data gathered throughout the study would be used to 
create a final report and inform a project.   
Measures for Ethical Protection of Participants 
IRB approval preceded proper protocols for access and approval of the site.  Prior 
to the study, consent to conduct research at the target setting was obtained from the 
superintendent and building principal and was submitted with the Walden University 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) application; this was done prior to data collection for 
this study.  Written consent was obtained from all participants prior to the study to 
comply with Walden University’s ethical standards and ensure the rights of participants.  
The informed consent document provided the purpose and voluntary nature of the study.  
Confidentiality serves to protect the case and the participants (Yin, 2014).  All 
participants were assured of the voluntary nature of the study; they were also assured that 
their responses and identity would be confidential.  I expressed the purpose and intentions 
of the research; data collection did not interfere with instructional responsibilities 
(Creswell, 2012).  All recordings, unobtrusive documents, and data will be kept in a 
locked file in my home where they will be destroyed after 5 years. 
Participants were invited to meet with me prior to the interviews to discuss the 
details of the study proposal, determine their willingness to participate, and reaffirm their 
consent.  The principal authorized the use of the school building for interview; he did not 
limit data collection to specific locations.  As a result, the teacher’s had the choice to use 




chose to have the interview take place in the music room.  The music room was not being 
used throughout the course of data collection; it is an internal room with no windows and 
is sound proofed.  Participants often voiced that it was a good choice to ensure their 
confidentiality.   
It is critical to establish a trusting relationship between participants and researcher 
in order to obtain accurate and detailed information that informs the study (Yin, 2014).  I 
had no supervisory authority over any of the participants in this study.  The participants 
and I had a healthy pre-established level of trust given a longstanding working 
relationship; I had worked as a teacher in the school being studied for 20 years.  I 
encouraged participants to ask questions, request clarifications, and voice their concerns 
during the interview sessions.  Participants were assured that they could remove 
themselves from the study at any time without reason or risk of penalty of any sort.  In 
regard to confidentiality, all identifying information was excluded from the final report.  
Risk was minimal in this study, with the probability and magnitude of harm of discomfort 
anticipated not being greater, in and of itself, than those ordinarily encountered in the 
daily routines or practice of the participants. 
Data Collection 
Approval from Walden University’s IRB was obtained prior to collecting data.  In 
qualitative research, validity is achieved through the use of multiple data sources (Lodico 
et al., 2010).  Furthermore, examination of data from a variety of sources helps in finding 
evidence to support themes and validate the accuracy of findings (Creswell, 2013).  This 




interviews of individuals serving in a variety of capacities, observations of meetings, and 
a review of documentation.  An interview and observation schedule was crafted to ensure 
that data collection was not disruptive to the instructional day. 
Interviews were conducted using a semi-structured protocol focused on 
participant perceptions of RTI implementation and involvement in data teams within the 
local context (see Appendix C).  Key informants were selected for one-on-one interviews 
using purposeful sampling as determined by criteria-based selection from respondents to 
an email invitation. The population of interest for this study was educators who have 
participated in the RTI problem-solving data teams for more than two years.  The goal 
was to obtain one volunteer participant from each grade level, two administrators, and 
two peripheral members.  Interviews allowed participants to contribute their unique 
perceptions and experiences to the study while responding to open-ended questions 
(Creswell, 2013). The inductive nature of this qualitative approach enabled knowledge to 
be constructed, by the participants, throughout the interview process; thus removing any 
perceptions of the researcher or past research findings (Creswell, 2012).  Interviews were 
digitally audio-recorded and transcribed with permission from the participant.  The 
informed consent document (Appendix G) allowed for follow-up interviews with 
participants in the event that responses warranted further explanation or clarification. 
Participants were offered an opportunity to engage in member checking with the 
researcher in an effort to ensure accuracy of transcripts and provide clarifications where 
necessary.  All computer files were housed in the researcher’s personal computer (the 




the researcher’s home.  All interviews were audio recorded using the Notability app on an 
iPad3.  The recording were loaded into the project computer and deleted from the iPad3.  
The iPad3 and the application are both password protected.  The iPad3 is not used by 
anyone other than the researcher; the data was not accessed by anyone other than the 
researcher.  Interview transcripts were kept in the project computer that is not networked 
with any organizational, commercial, or public systems.  All files and data were backed 
up on external hard drive that is stored in a secured place in the researcher’s home.  The 
project computer and external hard-drive were encrypted with password protection and 
was not accessed by anyone other than researcher.   
Observations of RTI problem-solving data team meetings helped triangulate data 
and substantiate the claims of interviewees.  In addition to corroborating previously 
collected data, observational evidence was useful in offering additional information about 
the case (Yin, 2014).  For the school under study, direct observation of the RTI problem-
solving team provided a deeper understanding of the context setting and a first-hand 
account of how data was used to address achievement gaps.  Observations of meetings 
helped to provide a better understanding of experiences that were described in participant 
interviews.  Gathering data from observations and interviews provided a comparison of 
espoused and experienced practices within the data team process.  Each observation 
lasted 35 - 60 minutes.  Many of them took place during a teacher’s planning period; 
some teachers volunteered to conduct the interviews over two planning periods.  This 
proved to be more valuable as participants reflected on their responses and provided more 




conducted using a protocol focused on the conceptual framework for this study (see 
Appendix D).  Field notes were taken on the protocol and saved as pdf documents.  
Interview and observation data were loaded into NVivo10 software and coded to inform 
the research questions.   
RTI is a process that generates copious documentation. Documentation is likely to 
be relevant to every case study topic (Yin, 2014).  Unobtrusive documents that could 
inform the research questions were sought and reviewed with permission from the 
administration and participants. Among these documents were RTI meeting agendas, an 
district-level RTI implementation log, an application packet for state-level RTI cohort 
division, a problem-solving training meeting agenda, assessment calendars, reading 
expectation charts, anecdotal notes created by the assistant superintendent from attending 
intervention meetings, PowerPoint presentations to school board regarding RTI 
implementation and school improvement, internal records, individual student 
performance data, standardized test data reports, RTI guiding documents, archival data, a 
needs assessment report for the school under study, and reading expectation charts.  
Alignment of Data Collection Methods and Research Questions   
It was important to align the appropriate data collection method with each 
research question in order to gain a deep and authentic understanding of the case.  In 
essence, the research questions for this study was designed to explore the efforts of RTI 
problem-solving data teams within the school being studied.  Participant perception data 
offer an understanding of both espoused and experienced practice.  Table 3 provides an 




reporting findings.  A more comprehensive alignment organizer for this study is provided 
in Appendix F. 
Table 3. Research Question Alignment with Data Analysis Sources and Reporting 
Research Question Alignment With Data Analysis Sources and Reporting 
 
Note: Alignment of Research questions to data collection methods. 
 
Trustworthiness 
Member checking, observations, peer debriefing, and data triangulation were used 
to ensure accuracy of the findings.  Member checking involved segments of transcripts 
emailed to participants in to ensure, both, accuracy and reliability of participant 
responses.  Peer debriefing is a strategy that uses a colleague who offers perspective so 
that the researcher’s own bias does not influence the portrayal of the data (Lodico et al., 
2010).  For this study, peer debriefing was achieved with the cooperation of an 
administrator from a neighboring school who recently completed a doctoral program.  
Research questions (RQ) Data Source Data analysis reporting
RQ1: How do RtI data team members 






RQ2: How is the RtI process used to 
assist low-performing and at-risk students 





RQ3: What are affordances and barriers 
to establishing effective RtI problem-










Data triangulation was achieved through a variety of data collection methods comprised 
of interviews, observations and a review of unobtrusive documents.     
Role of the Researcher 
I had been a classroom teacher in the school under study for 20 years and did not 
have any supervisory authority over the participants in this study. The local setting was 
selected because I was aware of the large amount of effort participants put into a process 
that had not addressed persistent achievement gaps.  My role in this study was to collect, 
analyze, interpret, and report findings that were valid and reliable in order to inform the 
research problem. A certificate verifying that I had read and understood ethical 
considerations is shown in Appendix Q. 
Personal interest in this topic originated from conversations with colleagues 
regarding a general dissatisfaction with the current state of RTI implementation.  I had a 
desire to promote positive change through a thorough study that can provide the 
groundwork for program evaluation and improvement. I had not been a participant in the 
RTI process for two years.  This absence from the process contributed an element of 
curious exploration whereas data collection was conducted in the spirit of discovery 
rather than confirmation of predisposed notions.  Familiarity with the participant pool 
enabled the researcher to accurately select participants who can best inform the study 
with rich data.  
I believe that RTI problem-solving teams should integrate principals of data-
driven decision making and professional learning communities.  Bias towards data-driven 




based on my beliefs rather than participant experiences.  Triangulation of information for 
the study involved computer software queries (NVivo10), audio-recorded interviews, and 
used member checking to control against this bias.     
Data Analysis 
Qualitative data analysis is the process of making sense out of the data which 
involves combining, condensing, and interpreting that which the participants contribute to 
the study (Merriam, 2009).  For this study, coding was used to organize the voluminous 
data into manageable specific segments.  The data analysis method used for this study 
was an inductive process used to identify various segments of data that describe related 
phenomena; label those segments into broad category names; examine the segments of 
information for relationships; and abstracted connections among the coded segments 
(Lodico et al., 2010; Yin, 2014).  Three computer programs were key components in 
achieving this process: Microsoft Word, QSR NVivo10, and Nuance Dragon Naturally 
Speaking 13.   Microsoft Word and Dragon Naturally Speaking were used to create 
interview transcripts.  QSR NVivo10 was used to store, manage, organize, and code all of 
the data used for this study. 
Systems for Keeping Track of Data 
QSR NVivo10 has the capacity to warehouse, organize, and analyze a variety of 
forms of data including audio, video, textual, and images.  NVivo10 was used to organize 
and manage all data collected for this study.  For this study, three types of data were 
stored and managed in NVivo10:  interview transcripts, observation protocols, and 




researcher’s computer and were not imported into NVivo10.  Only the transcripts were 
imported into NVivo10 instead; this enabled the project file to be streamlined and more 
organized.  All documents used for this study were coded and housed within the 
NVivo10 program.  Coding and classification of major themes in NVivo10 helped to 
establish relationships between concepts.  NVivo10 software ensured consistency in 
coding and provided additional controls against issues with reliability and validity in both 
data collection and data analysis. All computer files were housed in the researcher’s 
personal computer (the project computer) and backed up on an external hard-drive 
located in a secure location in the researcher’s home.  The project computer and external 
hard-drive were encrypted with password protection and was not accessed by anyone 
other than researcher. 
Interview Data  
Interviews were digitally recorded using the Notability app on an iPad3, loaded 
into the researcher’s laptop, and then transcribed. To create interview transcripts, the 
researcher spoke the content into Microsoft Word using the Dragon Naturally Speaking 
software plugin. Completed transcriptions were reviewed for accuracy by the researcher 
by comparing the text to the original digital recording.  Once the accuracy of each 
transcription was verified, a copy was e-mailed to the interviewee for member checking. 
Transcription and coding of interview responses were completed within two days of each 
interview in an effort to ensure accuracy and time for member checking.  All 13 of the 
resulting transcripts were subsequently loaded into QSR NVivo10 software for assistance 




Observation Protocol  
An observation protocol (see Appendix D) was used to document field notes of 
RTI intervention team meetings.  The handwritten notes were typed onto a digital version 
of the protocol and saved in PDF format.  These documents were loaded into NVivo10 
and were coded for patterns, themes, categories and relationships. 
Unobtrusive Documents  
The assistant superintendent, who served as the facilitator for the RTI process in 
the school under study, provided the researcher with a large amount of documentation (in 
PDF format) related to the research problem.  Among these documents were RTI meeting 
agendas, a district-level RTI implementation log, an application packet for state-level 
RTI cohort division, a problem-solving training meeting agenda, assessment calendars, 
reading expectation charts, anecdotal notes created by lead implementer from attending 
intervention meetings, PowerPoint presentations to school board regarding RTI 
implementation and school improvement, internal records, individual student 
performance data, standardized test data reports, RTI guiding documents, archival data, a 
needs assessment report for the school under study, and reading expectation charts.  
These documents were loaded into NVivo10 and were coded for patterns, themes, 
categories and relationships.  
Data Analysis Using QSR NVivo10  
There are a variety of ways to organize and code data in NVivo10.  Interview data 
was coded before the observation and documentation were analyzed.  Themes were 




themes and categories upon which the observation and document data could be coded.  
Any new themes that emerged from observation and document data were added to the 
study.  The data analysis was classified into themes and relationships while 
encompassing all three forms of data collected.  Validation was ensured using this 
method of data triangulation.  
Coding for themes in NVivo10.  The NVivo10 program organizes data into a file 
folder system called “tree nodes.”  The main folder is called a “parent node” and the 
subfolders are called “child nodes.”  The terminology sounds complex, but a node is 
simply a synonym for a file folder identical to what is commonly used in any Windows 
file management system.  I simply created a “node tree” for each interview question.  
Each question was a parent node and all themes that emerged from the responses in a 
question were organized into child nodes for that question.  For example, all responses to 
question 1 were stored in a parent node appropriately named, “Question 1.”  Clicking the 
node named, “Question 1” opens a new text document which displays all responses from 
each of the 13 interviews for question 1.  This common answer page made it easy to code 
responses to specific questions without having to navigate from one interview document 
to the next.  Once the responses were organized by question, I created child nodes (sub-
folders) for themes that emerged from individual participant responses.  Next, I focused 
on participant responses that were similar by coding words, phrases, sentences or whole 
paragraphs into corresponding nodes (Yin, 2014).  I then read through all of the 




order to write a narrative description of the analysis in the findings for this study 
(Creswell, 2012).  All data for this study was coded in this manner.   
Auto-coding in NVivo10.  During the course of data analysis, the headings 
ribbon was used to prepare documents for the auto-coding feature in NVivo10.  Each 
heading level became a category within NVivo10 and any subheadings with the same 
names were coded under the same parent nodes, respectively.  This function became very 
useful to instantly group all question responses under the corresponding question number.  
Rather than highlighting and coding them by hand, I simply used style formatting and 
clicked the auto-code feature; the program instantly grouped the questions into categories 
accordingly.  Next, I read through the transcripts and refined the coding into patterns, 
themes, and relationships.  
Next, the observation protocols and unobtrusive documents were coded.  The 
coding process was similar to interview data; parent nodes were created for each 
document and child nodes were created for themes that emerged from those documents 
respectively.  Again, the auto-code feature was a valuable function for quickly setting up 
parent and child nodes for documentation that was in MS Word format (all of the 
unobtrusive documents except the standardized test data was in MS Word format).  I used 
the style ribbon to prepare each document for auto-coding.  Next, each section of every 
document was further coded to refine the tree nodes for each category. 
After thoroughly examining all of the coded data from all sources, categories 
were revised and thematic coding was applied.  This comprehensive approach revealed 




Ultimately, data from all files were analyzed independently and then triangulated to 
identify emerging themes related to each research question.   
Memoing in NVivo10.  The NVivo10 program has a function where researchers 
may create, organize, and store notes as they code the data.  This function was important 
for documenting discoveries, relationships, and epiphanies that emerged during 
throughout the data analysis phase of the study.  Memos are stored with source 
documents and may be coded into nodes if I chose to situate sidebars among the node 
trees.  Findings are reported in narrative form in this section.  Validity and reliability of 
the findings were increased through triangulation of data.   
Findings 
The findings from this project study materialized from interviews, observations, 
and a review of unobtrusive documents as a means to inform the overarching research 
question: “How are the responses to intervention (RTI) data teams using data to improve 
student learning and close achievement gaps within the school being studied?”  Findings 
for each research question are supported with evidence from interview transcripts, 
observations, and unobtrusive documentation.  These findings will be interpreted through 
the lens of the framework for data-driven decision making model by Mandinach et al. 
(2008) and the literature regarding RTI implementation.  This conceptual framework is 
used to understand how an organizational data use is processed and refined into 
actionable knowledge.  Examinations of the findings for this study are interpreted 
pragmatically and theoretically in observance of the philosophical underpinnings that 




Participant A, Participant B) to ensure confidentiality.  The school division is so small 
that roles cannot be specified without revealing the source; the word “participant” is 
vague and less associative with role. 
Conceptual Framework Lens: The Framework for Data-Driven Decision Making 
Model 
On the surface, research questions for this study explore the manner in which 
educators move data into actionable knowledge.  Data collection and analysis for this 
study adequately provide an understanding of how this is done within the local context.  
However, the findings also provide an understanding of how the philosophical 
underpinnings of the framework align with participant perceptions and rationales for 
using data to improve student learning.  In this regard, this study explored data use in 
three different facets: teacher use, data team uses, and philosophical alignment between 
the RTI implementation process and The Framework for Data-driven Decision Making 
model.  Ultimately, this investigation of the RTI implementation process led I to data-
supported conclusions regarding the local problem and how it may be addressed:  RTI 
data teams that were formed to comply with a state initiative to address achievement 
gaps, have not produced expected student gains after 4 years of implementation.    
Philosophical lens.  The philosophical lens used to interpret the data was 
composed of key components that make data-driven decision making possible: vision, 
establishing a data culture, technology to support data-driven decision making, human 
capacity, and professional development (Mandinach & Jackson, 2012).  Rather than 




to establish the extent to which essential components of data use are in place within the 
context under study.   
Research Question 1 
The first research question focused on data use:  How do educators within the RTI 
data teams use data to inform their instructional decision-making? The main themes from 
this question are remediation, limited reach, core instruction, and data use in isolation.  
Theme 1:  Remediation. All educators within the process share a common vision 
for data use; it is currently viewed by participants as a method for identifying and 
remediating struggling students.    
The findings indicate that the most prominent use of data is to inform remediation 
efforts.  Educators in the school under study share a vision for using data to identify low-
performing students for the purpose of moving them toward grade-level capacity.  This 
vision is well established from the state-level down to the individual classroom teacher.  
One sentiment shared by all participants is that the goal of RTI is to identify and 
remediate struggling students.   When asked about the purpose of RTI, Teacher B simply 
stated, “It is a way to improve a child that may not be scoring as high as they should be – 
not working up to their ability.”  This is consistent with the state-level guiding document 
which asserts that the goal of RTI is to identify and prevent potential learning problems 
while providing additional support for targeting individual student need (Virginia 
Department of Education, 2013).   The school board in the local context approved funding 
and implementation of the RTI process to address problems with meeting adequate yearly 




school leaders intended to use RTI implementation as a turnaround strategy to shore up 
remediation for low-performing students – particularly those who were minorities or 
enrolled in special education.  One key component of data-driven decision making is for 
educators to have a shared vision for data use (Mandinach & Jackson, 2012).  In the local 
context, the vision for data use is established from senior administrators to be used as a 
way to identify and address learning gaps with low-performing students.  This vision is 
manifested in the uniform conceptualization of the purpose of RTI implementation.  
Participant L said, “The purpose of RTI is to help kids achieve grade level proficiency in 
reading and math.”  This view of using the RTI process to remedy learning deficits is 
further explained by Participant G:  
It is to hopefully move them out of the lower tiers and into a higher Tier. 
Hopefully, it is to try to resolve a lot of the learning issues that are in place before 
having to refer students to special education. But, it is to try to help students move 
ahead so they do not have to become a part of special education. It’s transitioning 
those tiers, getting them out of those tiers, moving them up; meeting them where 
they are. 
Many of the participants used similar wording to Participant G in that the goal is 
to meet students where they are.  There have been many supports put into place that help 
educators make normative and criterion measurement and comparisons.  These include 
RTI coaches from the state department of education, an entire library of leveled reading 
books, comprehensive assessment computer software (AIMs Web, STAR math, PALs), 




Pinnell Leveled Literacy Intervention, READ 180).  All of these components are used 
regularly throughout the school year to provide quantitative data used in determining 
student placement and progress; this is evidenced by the assessment calendar provided in 
Appendix P.  Participant D provided an explanation of how these programs are used in 
tandem,  
If you’re looking at reading, you have your AIMS WEB, the STAR Reading stuff 
that we do, and Fountas and Pinnell. You get your reading levels, and then you 
can get where they are with their fluency rate. You can start them exactly where 
they’re supposed to be instead of wasting time trying to figure out where they are 
supposed to be. There’s the DSRA, the spelling features thing we use to get the 
word study group. So you can get that done the first week of school and by the 
second week of school you already have them in their groups. Then, you have to 
continually assess them - either with running records or you can do the Fountas 
and Pinnell again - periodically and get the aims web every quarter and then you 
can move them up or you can move them back. That way you’re not stagnating. 
You’re not just staying at the same place the whole school year.  
There is a strong commitment from district level administrators to enable and 
support RTI implementation at the school under study.  The assistant superintendent is 
the facilitator and lead implementer of the process.  She attends and leads all of the RTI 
data team meetings, ensures funding and purchase of material resources, and coordinates 
the assessment schedule for the building.  This past school year, she enabled the 




program; this was a $26,000 purchase.  The reading and math center specialists, all 
classroom teachers, and building administrators also attend RTI data meetings; this 
demonstrates commitment to improving learning among Tier 3 students.  All of the 
participants agree that their involvement in the RTI data teams raises their awareness of 
the important role data plays in helping their students.  While explaining how the data 
team used data to diagnose learning problems, Participant H offered a sentiment,  
I think it’s helping us to recognize the children of that are most at risk for not 
being successful.  For me, that’s the big thing. I’ve got data to support that this 
child is struggling and then I monitor the progress of that student. I like that part 
of it, ‘Is what we are doing working or do we need to go to Plan B?’ I like that 
part of it. 
  All of the educators involved in the RTI process express contentment with the 
notion that everyone is working toward a meaningful cause: helping at-risk students.  A 
source of frustration is the limited amount of students the program seems to service. 
Theme 2:  Limited reach.  The process is not serving all students.  Data is used 
to create and modify the intervention plans for Tier 3 students and enlist a select 
number of Tier 2 students (15 per grade level) for intervention.   
Although RTI was implemented to remediate low-performing students, many of 
the participants expressed concerns about the systemic approach of accomplishing this 
goal.  Participants, meeting agendas, and program rosters reveal that RTI data team 
meetings focus solely on Tier 3 students.  The RTI data teams use data to create and 




occur once per month.  There is not time to discuss any one student in depth, so the 
meetings are relegated to reporting whether or not a Tier 3 student has progressed; there 
often isn’t enough time to report progress of all of the Tier 3 students.  Participant D 
provided an overview that is consistent with accounts expressed by the other educators 
interviewed,  
It’s better than it used to be, but we don’t have enough time to really talk about 
the Tier 3 kids. We only have 30 minutes a month to do this. That’s if we meet 
once a month which we haven’t for a while; meet as an intervention team. As a 
grade level, we discuss things all of the time. But the formal intervention meeting 
is only 30 minutes month, once a month, and it hasn't even been every month. 
Every grade has 60 minutes of I/E time. How each grade uses this time depends 
on how it’s worked into the master schedule. Some grades do 30 minutes in the 
morning and 30 minutes afternoon. So we do math in the afternoon with groups 
and in the morning we do LLI which is leveled literacy intervention; which is 
another program that were using. That’s used for your Tier 2 students. Your Tier 
3 students go out of the class to the math and reading centers. 
Tier 2 interventions occur during I/E time and involve three students per 
classroom.  Teachers must provide seatwork for the remainder of the class as they engage 
three students in 30 minutes of Fountas and Pinnell’s LLI program.  The total of students 
receiving this Tier 2 intervention is 15 students per grade level; it is rendered within the 
general classroom.  The manner in which this is situated has become an item of 




management, equity, and practicality of the approach.  Participant E expressed her 
disapproval of the manner in which Tier 2 instruction is mandated in K-3 classrooms,  
I feel like we’re trying to do too many little things to fix a big problem. I feel like 
we’re looking at the trees instead of the forest. I don’t think it is effective when 
you are asked to work with 3 students in your classroom while responsible for 22 
other students.  
Classroom teachers do not provide intervention to Tier 3 students; they only 
prepare intervention for Tier 2 students.  Regardless of their reservations, concerns, or 
discontent regarding the manner in which Tier 2 intervention times are situated, all of the 
participants agree that the LLI program is beneficial to students.  Another concern that 
teachers expressed was the fact that there are Tier 2 students who never receive 
intervention due to group size restrictions.  Participant F explained,  
The problem is you can only have a certain number of kids who receive 
interventions. There were students that failed the assessments pretty bad, but the 
centers were only taking students that were identified from last year’s data.  
Tier 3 receives intervention in the math and reading centers.  Tier 2 interventions 
would be LLI and whatever other interventions and strategies you use in your 
classroom. Not all of the Tier 2 students get LLI because you can only have three 
students for that.  You couldn’t have more than three students for LLI because of 
the attention you have to give to the kids in that program.  Once you get past LLI, 
you’re on your own. LLI is the only real intervention that we have for Reading. 




The three kids you have for LLI aren’t all the Tier 2 kids; they’re just the three 
that were the lowest of the Tier 2.  So, you’ve got your other Tier 2s doing work 
with everyone else. It’s really hard to find time to work with the other Tier 2 kids.  
If you’re showing a movie for science or something, you can pull some of those 
other Tier 2 kids, but it’s really hard to find time to work with them. 
When asked about data use and interventions for Tier 1 students, only one 
participant mentioned differentiated instruction for Tier 1 and Tier 2 students.  Participant 
I explained,  
In my classroom, I’m doing tests, classroom observations, listening to their 
answers; I’m basically gathering my own anecdotal information, just looking and 
listening to what they can do within the classroom. If they’re doing well on day-
to-day assignments and test, they’re doing fine.   
All other participants indicated that they did not focus much on their Tier 1 students in 
that regard.  Participant G said, “You really don’t need interventions in Tier 1. Those 
children can be challenged; we don’t meet on those kids.”  There has been a heavy 
emphasis on Tier 3 students and many interview responses were similar to Participant B, 
“I don’t think we use any interventions in tier 1 or 2. For tier 3, they go to the math or 
reading centers. You do small group instruction, when you can find the time work with 
them one-on-one, peer mentoring and that kind of stuff.”  The lack of focus on Tier 1 and 
Tier 2 isn’t due to a disregard for students.  The participants are putting as much as 




Ideally, core instruction and benchmarking is supposed to manage and sustain 75 
– 85% of all students in Tier 1.  However, the data for this study suggests that the RTI 
process itself is imposing on instructional time.   
Theme 3:  Core instruction suffers.  Participants and a review of documents 
suggest that instructional time is sacrificed to extraneous testing for purposes of 
progress monitoring. 
Core instruction needs preparation and must be delivered with fidelity in order to 
provide an instructional foundation to all students regardless of their Tier designation.   
Participants feel that there are too many programs incorporated into the RTI process and 
too much data collection required.  Participant D said,  
The assessments need to be streamlined.  We have our fingers in too many 
pots. You’ve got your PALS, AIMS Web, Fountas and Pinnell, STAR Math, 
STAR Reading, LLI, and SOL stuff.  There’s a lot of stuff. I feel like we’re 
over assessing these kids sometimes. Some of it is informal and you can get it 
done in a few minutes, but I feel like all we’re doing is testing. 
Many participants (including administrators) share the sentiment that they feel 
that a great deal of instructional time is sacrificed to testing.  For the lower grades (K-3), 
many of the assessment procedures involve students being tested individually and not in 
small groups or whole class.  PALS testing, for example, must be administered to one 
student at a time.  To accomplish this, most teachers pull a desk outside their classroom 
rotate students into the hallway one at a time; the remaining students are given seatwork.  




also express a need to streamline the process and reclaim instructional time.  Participant F 
explained, 
Sometimes, there’s too much data and too much testing. We need to decide what 
it is that we really need. Why do we have to do Fountas and Pennell, the Word 
Study test, and all that when PALS does both of those? What is AIMS Web 
measuring when the teachers aren’t told anything about what we’re measuring?  
Everything needs to be streamlined across the school.  I feel like nobody is ever 
doing the same thing. Everybody is just deciding what data they think is 
important. It needs to be like, 'this is what everybody does and this is what is 
important.' So, we don’t need to get reading levels three different ways.  We don’t 
need to get spelling levels three different ways.  Let’s just decide the best way and 
use that.     
Implementation in the school under study has been following the RTI framework 
as it is described in state-level guiding documents.  A review of assessment calendar, 
meeting agendas, and interview data all confirm that the staff have tier definitions, data 
meetings, interventionists, shared planning times, and plenty of data collection protocols.  
The problem has been moving the data into actionable knowledge.  The schedule and the 
manner in which data collection is situated have made it difficult to plan and implement 
interventions at the classroom level.  Participant M explained, 
When you do have a kid that is diagnosed as being low on something, when do 




but they’re low at different levels so there’s no way to put them together and 
address their needs as a small group so you have to work independently. 
Participant M and others are championing for classroom groupings that are more 
homogeneous.  I observed, at the final meeting of the year, the assistant superintendent 
informing the staff that ability grouping would be applied to classroom scheduling next 
year.  Once students are tested, it is up to the individual teacher to make sense of the data 
and find ways to improve student learning.  
Theme 4:  Data use and teacher isolation.  The majority of data use is done on 
the teacher level.  The teams rarely engage in collaborative inquiry or 
professional discourse about the data during meetings.    
Participants feel as if there is a lack of opportunities available for collaboration, 
professional learning, and sense making with the process.  RTI data team meetings occur 
once each month; participants and meeting agendas confirm that the meetings do not 
occur consistently.  If teachers want to ask about their findings, and they hold their 
questions for the RTI data team meeting, they may have to wait more than one month.  
The teachers have a common planning time, but much of their planning time is scheduled 
for meetings; many teachers have to stay late after school to tend to their own 
instructional planning.  The school has not employed an ongoing collaborative model 
such as PLCs or online professional learning networks (PLNs).  Once data is collected, 
the teacher must determine uses for it or take the initiative to seek help outside of school 
hours.  When asked if a teacher could seek out a specialist for help, Participant M said, “I 




any more time in the schedule to meet with us than we have.”  Pressure from 
standardized testing has created some situations where specialists are more accessible to 
some grade levels and not others.  Participant B explained,  
Some grades are subjects tend to get overlooked by the specialists because they’re 
working so hard to get those standardized test scores up. I think we’re doing an 
injustice some of our students because we don’t have the specialists working with 
them. 
The staff has been continually reduced over the past 4 years due to budget 
limitations.  The reduction in personnel means that fewer people take on heavier loads 
and are stretched in many different directions.   
Staffing is a problem that all of the participants agree must be remedied; there are 
not enough people on the staff to effectively implement RTI.  When asked how the 
process could be improved, the participants suggested adding qualified teacher’s aides, 
more special education teachers, and the concept of “floating teachers” who tend to use 
RTI implementation.  Participant I suggested,  
I really think we need more personnel. If I can have anything that I wanted, it 
would be nice to have a floating teacher. For example, for reading and math, 
someone who can go in and offer suggestions and help teachers. It would be non-
confrontational, non-threatening, and non-judgmental. They wouldn't evaluate a 





Participant B had a more practical suggestion, “We need more personnel. More hands on 
deck would definitely make things better. If we had more qualified aides in the 
classrooms, there could be more one-on-one and small group instruction.”   Teachers 
perform all of the assessments and place the results in their data binders.  I observed that 
some teachers attend the meetings without their data binders and those who bring their 
data do not get an opportunity to discuss their findings.   
Research Question 2 
The second research question focused on systemic efforts and perceived 
intentions of program implementation:  How is the RTI process used to assist low-
performing and at-risk students in the school being studied?  The main themes from this 
question are programs, additional time, and problem-solving teams.   
Theme 5:  Programs. A wide variety of instructional programs, instructional 
materials, and computer programs have been purchased specifically to target and 
help low-performing students.    
A variety of instructional and computer programs are used to assist teachers with 
assessment and remediation for low-performing students.  One participant explained that 
the assistant superintendent tries to get the school anything and everything that is 
acclaimed to work for RTI.  Programs available to teachers are PALS, READ180, the 
entire Fountas and Pinnell Leveled Reading system, Leveled Literacy Intervention (LLI), 
Interactive Achievement, STAR Math, iStation, and AIMS Web.  Many of these 
programs are too time intensive for teachers:  Fountas and Pinnell, LLI, AIMS Web, 




iStation, READ180.  Interactive achievement is used as an assessment tool.  Participants 
agree that all of these programs are useful and expressed their gratitude for having them.  
However, all of the teachers interviewed express the notion that they are given general 
overviews of these programs and are expected to develop mastery on their own; they feel 
underprepared.  A couple of participants describe this circumstance as “sink or swim.”  
Participant I provided a brief overview of professional development as it relates to 
classroom teachers: 
In the beginning of the implementation, we did get together once per month. They 
explained the overview of the process to us, but they didn’t give us professional 
development on the statistical analysis. We didn’t really learn to work with the 
data; we didn’t dig in deep enough. It’s kind of like; we were going over the 
surface. Everyone can generate a report and get data, but they may not know what 
to do with that data. I’m analyzing that data from two angles: holistically and 
individually.  You have to look at it from those angles because holistically if 
there’s a breakdown, the teacher has done something wrong. I would know that 
I’d need to try something different. I think part of the breakdown is that people 
are not digging in deep enough – they don’t know how to do it. That might be part 
of the problem along with the time factor.   
All teachers interviewed explain that they enjoy the programs but find it difficult 
to find the time to develop their desired degree of competence with them. 
Theme 6:  Additional time. Participants give up lunch time, planning time, and 




Teachers do not leave everything up to computer software.  Participant K 
explained steps that are often taken to provide low-performing students more one-on-one 
or small group opportunities,  
If you’re looking at steps, the first step is to look at the assessment scores. Once 
we have the assessment scores then we determine if there’s room in the math or 
reading centers if that’s an option. If that’s not an option, we’ll try to get the 
student into afterschool tutoring. We like to look at the data for a child and see 
how that data compares to other kids their age, not just in our building but other 
kids their age. We try to determine if it’s something we can fix with interventions, 
the reading or math center, or in some cases the child is referred to child study. So 
I guess there are really four steps: data, intervention plans, child study, and then 
prescribing something. 
When we look at the child, we're looking at background information, what we’ve 
had to do with the student in grades before.  What happened to them in the grades 
before whatever grade they’re in now? We look at their history. Is this a child 
that’s known to be sick all the time and sitting at the clinic every time the math 
class comes up? Is this a child whose parent picks him up early or gets them to 
school late? So we look at all of those factors or as many of those factors as we 
can and try to decide what would be the best strategy for this child? Can they stay 
after school? Will the parents let them stay after school? Is transportation an 
issue? Once we have all that in place, then we can decide if we work with the 




with them an extra 15 to 20 minutes every day. Maybe we get a mentor from the 
upper grades to come down to work with the child. The potential for the data team 
to make those suggestions are there. 
A review of team meeting and communication logs revealed measures that have 
become so routine that they were rarely mentioned in interviews:  phoning conversations 
with caregivers, aside conversations with colleagues, internet searches for information, 
opportunistic meetings in public places with caregivers, conversations with previously 
attended school (for transfer students who are low-performers).  All of these tasks 
demand additional time before, during, and after school.  Teachers and administrators 
have demonstrated a willingness to commit extra time to solving problems regarding 
student truancy, low academic performance, or general student well-being.    
Theme 7:  Problem-solving meetings. Participants explain that the follow-up 
meetings named “Problem-solving meetings” are helping them engage the data 
and engage in collaborative inquiry.     
Follow-up meetings, called problem-solving meetings, were implemented to 
introduce problem-solving to the RTI process.  Participants and RTI meeting logs reveal 
that intervention meetings do not yield the sort of collaborative inquiry that helps 
educators move data into actionable knowledge.  In the intervention meetings, specialists 
inform classroom teachers about the progress of a list of Tier 3 students and everyone 
leaves.  Participants describe these meetings as an “assembly line” style of reporting.  




11 out of 13, agreed that time constraints has relegated the meetings to a series of 
progress reports on Tier 3 students and no problem-solving occurs.  Teacher H said,  
In the intervention meeting, honestly, we have a list of kids to talk about.  We are 
just supposed to stay on point; we have to stick to the script. “This is Kid A, 
progress monitoring is showing improvement (or not), what would you do about 
it? Are we satisfied or not?” and we’re supposed to just stick to the script. It’s a 
really scripted meeting.  
All of the participants agree that the specialists and the interventionists are willing to help 
and are resourceful if you can find time to meet with them.  One teacher said, “The 
intervention specialist has been very good about helping me if I go to her individually. 
He’s given me suggestions that I can use in my classroom; that’s been very nice.”  One 
major issue is the lack of time available in the schedule to collaborate with others.  This 
year, a new feature, the problem-solving meeting, was introduced to help teachers 
schedule time with specialists or the interventionist.  Teacher F began talking about 
intervention meetings and turned her focus to the newly implemented problem-solving 
meetings,   
We don’t really problem solve. Some kids go to centers; there it is. There are 
some occasions where you can arrange to meet with a specialist and talk about 
some strategies that you can use to help a specific student. I feel like those help 
more than the intervention meetings where you’re listening to people report 




The most evident theme that emerged from the intervention meeting is that it 
lacked a problem-solving element.  A new meeting, the problem-solving meeting, 
appears to remedy some of those concerns.  This meeting involves the teacher and 
interventionist and is held at another time after the intervention meetings.  One 
participant explained the intended progression from intervention meeting to problem-
solving meeting.   
First of all, we look at the child’s intervention plan and consider the interventions 
that are being done. We look at the progress monitoring that has been done on the 
student. If those things are not in place, you cannot go any further. But, if they are 
-- and we tried to get them in place this year -- you can make a determination.  
For instance if a child’s deficit is knowledge of short vowel sounds and words, 
then you been working on that with them on that with your interventions - 
hopefully are you using different strategies.  
We also asked for the strategies that are going to be used to be written on the 
intervention plan of the student. Then, what we do is meet in the problem-solving 
meeting and say, “Hey, it is not working. We are progress monitoring this child 
and he is not making progress. So we need to get together at a different time so 
we can talk about this child.’  We then examine all the data we’ve collected on the 
child and then we say, ‘Okay, what are some different things we can do? Could 
we bring the parents in? Could we give them some strategies they can do? Can we 
talk to the ESL teacher about this child? Can we get her to reinforce what we’re 




If that doesn’t work that we need to have another problem solve meeting. We 
have done that on a couple of kids; we’ve talked a couple of times. 
Research Question 3 
The third and final research question focused on implementation strengths and 
weaknesses:  What are affordances and barriers to establishing effective RTI problem-
solving data teams within the school being studied?  The main themes from this question 
are special education, fidelity and consistency, accountability, professional development, 
internal expertise, common planning time, time, and intervention team meetings. 
Theme 8:  Special education.  Special education does not play a significant role 
in the RTI process.      
Effective collaboration does not occur between special educators and center 
specialists.  This is a discrepant theme that emerged during data collection.  According to 
the RTI Manual (E. Johnson et al., 2006), special educators service all Tier 3 students, are 
responsible for their progress monitoring, and provide them with specialized and 
individualized interventions.  Furthermore, the state-level guiding document for RTI 
(now called VTSS), affirms that the RTI process bridges the efforts of general educators 
and special educators by extending some specialized evaluation practices into general 
education (Virginia Department of Education, 2013).  Collaboration among all providers 
of instruction is implicit within the RTI framework.  Therefore, the emergence of a theme 
of special education exclusion from the RTI process was quite unexpected.   Ironically, 
special education is designated as a Tier 3 intervention, but the special education 




are member of RTI data teams. This is a huge barrier that impedes effective 
implementation of the RTI process, inhibits movement of students out of Tier 3, and 
cripples the enculturation of data use within the local context.  When asked how the RTI 
implementation process could be improved, Participant L gave a single sentence 
response:  “I think one of the biggest things we need to do is improve our special 
education situation.”  Participant J also offered a concern for special education:  “I think 
special education teachers need to be included.” To handle this discrepant theme, I 
contacted the committee and received permission to include a special education teacher in 
the study as an interview participant.  Fortunately, there were special education teachers 
who responded to the invitation to participate.  The most senior special educator from 
those who responded was chosen and included in data collection for this study.   
One participant explained that the special education department representative 
dropped out of the leadership team in the beginning stages of RTI implementation 
because it appeared that special education was “taking the blame for everything that was 
wrong.”  Another participant explained that another special education teacher was put on 
the leadership team, received training, and moved away.  The result is the special 
education department does not have a trained in-house coach or a representative that 
attends RTI data team meetings.  One participant explained that Tier 3 students spend 
part of their day in the math or reading centers and another part of their day in special 
education; but the centers do not communicate with the special education department.  
The lack of collaboration creates a systemic problem for the RTI implementation process.  




Theme 9:  Fidelity and consistency.  Educators participating in this study 
revealed that intervention program procedures and instructional practices are not 
implemented with fidelity throughout the school.        
To ensure successful deployment of an RTI framework, interventions must be 
implemented with reliability and fidelity.  Responses from 10 of the 13 interview 
participants indicated that classroom teachers are not consistent across the board in 
regards to core instruction or intervention implementation.  Collectively, participants 
rendered the following reasons for inconsistency and a lack of implementation fidelity: 
varied degrees of understanding among educators; number of programs being used in the 
process; lack of administrative oversight; and reluctant or defiant teachers.  According to 
Participant L, “You can make whatever changes you want but the final decision maker is 
really the teacher. Once the door is closed, it’s up to the teacher whether or not the plan is 
going to be followed.”  Participants feel that consistency issues arise due to the lack of 
follow-up.  Team meetings only occur once per month and there is not a system of 
ongoing collaboration to support implementation.  When asked how data is used to 
improve student learning, Participant F said, “Nobody ever checks on us to see how well 
we’re doing with it. There was a time when someone was supposed to come around to 
observe us and then have a meeting about what they saw; but, that never happened. So I 
feel like, ‘How do we know if it’s going well?’”  Follow-up is necessary to maintain 
consistency, but having the meetings themselves on a consistent basis is critical.  Three 
participants specifically mentioned that the RTI data team meetings have not occurred 




I feel like it hasn’t been frequent this year. I don’t know when the last time we 
had one was. I think the last one was like February (three months ago). I don’t 
think we’ve had one in a long time. 
Inconsistencies affect the work of classroom teachers and those who are hired to 
assist them.  There are a small number of teacher’s aides who are responsible for assisting 
with interventions.  Participants agree that these personnel are not implementing 
interventions with fidelity.  One participant explained, “One big problem is that people 
that help the intervention centers are not using the strategies that the teachers and 
intervention leaders are telling them to use. So, things are getting better, but we just need 
to clarify some things.”  A disparity among teachers regarding fidelity of implementation 
is easily noticeable; some teachers are following the plan and others are winging it.  
Participant G took a breath, and said,  
If you are not doing the interventions with fidelity, you cannot assume that the 
interventions are not working. So, do have you looked at that?  If we can say ‘yes 
we have,’ then we can look at child study as the next step for that child. But we 
really don’t want children going to child study unless we’ve had problem-solving 
meetings on them. That’s taking a while to establish too. 
This participant was referring to the philosophical barrier regarding responsibility 
for interventions.  Another participant explained that some teachers feel as if their only 
responsibility is core instruction and feel as if Tier 2 students are “fixed” in the centers 
and special education students are “fixed” in the special education room.  When asked 




process.  Next, Participant G submitted the following response regarding the importance 
of ongoing professional development and implementation fidelity, 
We have to make sure that everyone understands the process and we have to keep 
reminding people about how things are to be done.  Don’t assume anything. 
We need to continue to offer professional development. We don’t make 
assumptions that the teachers don’t need it anymore. We don’t make assumptions 
if a child is not making progress that the core instruction is what it needs to be and 
“something is just wrong with the child.”  Some teachers need to be accountable 
and do more with interventions. Teachers that are seeing the child on a daily basis 
need to ask for problem-solving meetings for those students who have deficits if 
the interventions aren’t working. They have to be specific. What are the deficits? 
What strategies have been used to tried to close those deficits? If those strategies 
have not been working, what else did you try? Have you talked with the parents 
and given them some strategies to try to help a child? I think we need to stop 
saying that there’s just something wrong. We’ve got to start saying, “Okay, what 
is it that is wrong and what can we do to close that gap?”  
Quite honestly, if you put a child in special education, there are no magic buttons 
for the special educators to push. Can they do something that you can’t do?  
The thing of it is, if you don’t apply interventions at the classroom level and you 
wait until the end of the year to refer students that do not respond to classroom 
instruction, the process hasn’t been developed enough on those students at that 




don’t want to talk about because that’s holding people accountable. I want more 
accountability and I want more fidelity.  I think we need a process where we keep 
going back throughout the year and saying, “all right this is the next step.” Don’t 
wait till the end and refer them to child study to be considered for special 
education. Some people get students into child study and they don’t qualify. 
Maybe it’s because the teacher needs to do more with their interventions at the 
classroom level.   
This response led to a conversation about administrative oversight and how there 
needs more follow-up and follow-through between monthly meetings.  When asked about 
consistency and fidelity implementation issues, 10 out of 13 participants place 
responsibility on building leadership.   
Theme 10:  Accountability.  Participant interviews and observations of team 
meetings reveal a lack of implementation oversight at the building level. Lack of 
oversight has led to a lack of accountability, consistency, and fidelity of RTI 
implementation. 
The conceptual framework used to interpret data for this study is successfully 
operationalized when five key components are in place: vision for data use, establishment 
of a data culture, technology, human capacity, and professional development (Mandinach 
& Jackson, 2012).  To date, the process has been led from the district level by the 
assistant superintendent who served in the role as lead implementer.  Through her 
peripheral leadership, the school has a shared vision for data use, appropriate technology, 




organizational data culture has been difficult to establish without a building leader who 
reinforces the tenets of the implementation process and holds teachers accountable to 
follow-through.  When asked how the RTI process could help close achievement gaps, 
Participant A simply replied, “We need accountability for both teachers and 
administrators. We need to have more checks and balances in place.”  Participant L was 
asked the same question, but offered more detailed response,  
 I think a lot of the things we do need follow-up and accountability. We’ve 
had a lot of training. We spent more than $150,000 on training!  What we 
really need is accountability. We need someone backing up the process and 
telling people, ‘We’re going to have this thing, this is what we expect you to 
do, everybody’s on the same page, and this is what you need to do.’ And we 
need a building leader that will continue to follow up and say, ‘You will do 
this and then someone’s going to follow up with it.’ I wish our interventionist 
could be more of a coach who could observe and follow up with some of the 
stuff.  She knows what it’s supposed to look like and has a great demeanor 
with people. But someone needs to be backing her up and saying, ‘The 
interventionist said this is what we need to be doing, what our literacy plan 
says what we need to be doing, what research says we need to do, and you’re 
not doing it!’  That is the piece that we have been missing that prevents this 
from really moving forward.  Until we get to that part, we are not ever going 




they are going to be students who have gaps. Then, you just stuck filling those 
gaps. 
Participants acknowledge that human capacity also plays a role in the struggle to 
maintain consistency and fidelity in the implementation process.  Participants explain that 
there are pockets of teachers who are reluctant to understand and implement interventions 
with fidelity.  Also, there are varied conceptualizations of the process and instructional 
practices.  This has led to a situation where many teachers have varied understandings of 
what it means to “do what you’re supposed to be doing.”  Participant D explained,  
There has to be more consistency in how we’re teaching. There needs to be more 
accountability, not just in the testing grades, but there needs to be accountability 
in the non-tested grades. They need to make sure they do what they’re supposed 
to be doing. Within this school, there’s inconsistency.  There are some teachers 
who are not jumping on board and they’re still doing things the way they’ve 
always done it and they’re not changing. 
My committee and IRB granted approval to include two additional participants to 
this study.  The purpose was two gain perspectives from two teachers that were described 
as being resistant to implement or participate in the process.  Both of these participants 
described what they were doing in the classroom.  Their activities were close to what 
other teachers were doing (using LLI with small groups of 3 students and administering 
other required assessments).   The teachers were doing the work, but struggled with 




program requirements fit into their schedule.  One of these two participants offered the 
following explanation when asked how the data is used to improve student learning, 
I probably don’t use it as much as I should. I don’t have the time to go to the 
computer pull this up every 3 weeks; I just don’t have the time. I don’t have time 
to do this progress monitoring that we’re supposed to do.  I think it’s supposed to 
be once a week, I just don’t have time. When you progress monitor, you’re 
working with one kid at a time at a computer. It’s a short period of time and you 
can’t just tell the rest of the class you all just work amongst yourselves while I 
progress monitor child; it doesn’t work that way with young kids. But, the data is 
really helpful; it can pinpoint where a child really needs help.  
The two teachers were torn because they saw the benefit of collecting and using 
data.  However, they felt conflicted because leaving the majority of their students to fend 
for themselves makes them feel irresponsible.  I observed an RTI team meeting where 
they voiced these concerns without response; they are frustrated at the perception that 
their concerns are not being taken seriously.  The data suggests that the issue of 
accountability stems from a lack of human capacity and the establishment of a data 
culture.  Pedagogical data literacy is unique and requires a specific set of knowledge.  
While educators cannot be expected to be experts in psychometrics, they must have some 
degree of assessment literacy (Mandinach & Gummer, 2013a).  The literature suggests 
that ongoing professional development is critical for establishing a data culture. 
Theme 11:  Ongoing professional development.  Participants and document 




ongoing.  Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) are not established, there is 
no PLC initiative in place or planned, and PLC training has not been offered. 
The ultimate goal of pedagogical data use is to transform data into instructional 
strategies that addresses student need.  Transformation cannot occur if teachers and 
administrators do not understand how to employ data-driven decision making.  Lack of 
this knowledge is systemic and is a deficit shared by most educators throughout the 
United States.  Research suggests that pre-service education programs do not promote 
data literacy (Coburn & Turner, 2011b).  Also, the literature suggests that there is lack of 
formal courses that allow practitioners to deal directly with data-driven decision making 
(Mandinach et al., 2011).  Finally, some studies suggest that practicing educators do not 
think consistently about the relationships between instructional practice and student 
outcomes because they tend to use descriptive data and bivariate relationships without 
including multivariate analyses (Marsh & Farrell, 2014).  A synthesis of the literature 
would suggest that a higher level of data literacy cannot be ascertained through single-
day in-service experiences; it must be cultivated through a system of ongoing 
professional development.  Participants in this study expressed a need for collaboration 
and professional learning.  When asked about changes he would suggest for the current 
RTI process, Participant A said,  
I wish tier 2 and tier 3 could have a more collaborative approach. I was we can 
have more team meetings on what’s working and not working in tier 2 and tier 3. 
What strategies are you using in tier 3 that can help my Tier 2 kids and what 




can be used in Tier 2 and Tier 1.  I think professional development has been 
lacking. Let’s not wait until summer to provide it, but let’s have 30 minutes after 
school to talk about implementing some research-based strategies. Let’s just hash 
it out as a group. ‘What are you doing, what’s working for you, what’s not 
working for you?’ 
Participants were asked specifically about professional development opportunities 
that prepared them to use data for improving student learning. Responses to this question 
needed a great deal of analysis to understand.  On the surface, there is evidence that a 
great deal of time and money was spent on professional development.  Participant L 
remarked, “We’ve had a lot of training. We spent more than $150,000 on training!  What 
we really need is accountability.” However, many of the participants could not be 
specific about what exactly was done to prepare them for RTI implementation.  When 
asked how to improve RTI implementation, Participant C responded, “Instead of just 
throwing us in, sink or swim, helping us stay afloat. I’d make sure the staff gets the 
training and support needed to carry out the process.”  However, a review of 
documentation and interview data reveal 4 years of professional development.  Further 
coding and data analysis was done to understand the discrepancy between the large 
amount of professional development offerings and participant perspectives that they 
received very little preparation.  
Theme 12:  Internal Expertise.  Initial workshop trainings were provided for 




afford teachers sufficient instructional supports needed for sustaining implementation 
fidelity. 
Cross-referencing professional development themes with and coding of 
implementation documents revealed two additional findings that offer implications for 
professional development within the school under study.  First, the one person who 
served in the role of instructional technology resource teacher took on an additional role 
of assistant principal.  As a result, ITRT services are nearly abandoned and teachers were 
left to their own devices in regards to understanding and integrating technology into 
classroom instruction.  Second, professional development opportunities were offered to a 
small number of educators.  Those who were involved in those experiences recall them; 
the rest of the staff only has a handful of voluntary offerings to recall. New staff (those 
who joined the process after 2013) has little or no professional development experience 
regarding data use or RTI implementation.  One veteran who has served on the leadership 
team said, “We had a lot of training on AIMS Web. But, other than that, there’s never 
really been any professional development on using data for RTI.”  This is an indication 
that educators chosen for the train the trainer model did not share their learning with 
others.  The assistant superintendent’s intentions of installing distributed leadership 
resulted in an exclusivity of professional development to a small number of educators 
who did not follow through on notion of collaborative inquiry.   
The initial RTI implementation plan created in 2010 details a phase-oriented 
process.  The goal was to create internal expertise by training a representative sample of 




the surface, this appears to be a distributed leadership model, but over time the plan did 
not actualize because some of those trained have left or did not engage the process.  One 
participant recalled that a change had to be made after the first year because the first 
group involved wasn’t “giving us much traction.”  The following year, a different set of 
educators attended RTI training meetings and a school leadership team was formed to be 
in-house coaches.  The following explanation is paraphrased for confidentiality purposes:     
We had the school leadership team trained on using data for an entire 2 days. The 
goal was to have a representative from each grade level who then would, 
hopefully, go into team meetings that are prescribed by the school to talk about 
data and model how to talk about data. So, that was our goal. Time passed.  It 
wasn’t really happening.  
Another consultant came in to model data team meetings for us again. The year 
after that, we started with this tier thing, with another consultant, where she talked 
to us about the 4 quadrants.  She talked about looking at the quadrants and asking 
ourselves, ‘what does our PALS data show us, what does our Fountas and Pinnell 
data show us, what does our AIMS web data show us about the kids in these 
quadrants?’  You look at the data and you can tell if it’s a fast reader-lots of 
errors, slow reader-no errors; you know, that’s what the thing said. She modeled 
this for everyone on the staff that teaches reading. So we did that.   
Professional development associated with RTI implementation in the school under study 
was often similar to what the teacher described above.  Professional developments for 




much follow-up or continuation.  The literature suggests that data literacy expertise 
cannot be fostered from a one or two -day training (Anderson et al., 2010).  One 
implication that could be drawn from the data is that teachers who were trained to help 
cannot offer much assistance to their peers because their training was limited.  Even those 
who are expected to coach their peers explain that they feel as if they have been “thrown 
in to sink or swim.”  Another implication is that the thematic approach of the professional 
development is to train a few educators with intentions of establishing collaborative 
practice has not resulted in peer coaching.  One teacher rendered her opinion of 
professional development,  
It’s a work in process.  We are not really doing very good right now.  We are 
closer to the beginning stages of the development of the process. Faculty 
members were moved around in the middle of the year.  If the process was 
working and everyone was using the interventions correctly, that never would 
have happened. If you go throughout the building, I don’t think people can give 
you definitive criteria for the tiers. I think we were all thrown into this so quickly, 
got together, shown a video, and told ‘this is how it is going to work and these are 
your tiers,’ but I don’t think there was enough training of the manpower around 
here. I think that’s a deficit; I do think that’s a problem. We are earlier in the 
process than our administration would like to see. I think it’s because we have not 
had adequate professional development. 
 One confounding variable to RTI implementation is that teachers shuffled into 




mid-year.  Consequently, some teachers who attended trainings have moved into different 
positions or moved out of the district.  Other teachers have moved into positions where 
the training had already been provided.  Without an ongoing professional development 
model in place teachers who are new to positions lose their opportunity to learn about 
RTI implementation.  Ongoing professional development would help pull new arrivals 
into the RTI process at the school under study.  Very few teachers who were trained a 
few years ago are still employed within the school division. Teachers that remain do not 
have time in the schedules to train other teachers even though they share common 
planning with colleagues.  The compounding result for both of these circumstances is 
teachers lacked support from peer coaching and suffered from a lack of an instructional 
technology resource teacher (ITRT).  Initial workshop trainings were provided for each 
and every program utilized in the initiative, but the implementation process lacks 
technical support needed for sustainability. 
Theme 13:  Common Planning Time.  Review of documents, observations, and 
interview data suggest participants benefit from having common planning time.      
One enabling factor in the RTI implementation process is the existence of a common 
planning time.  Teachers in every grade level have a daily shared common planning time. 
When asked about enabling factors in the process, one teacher responded, “Having a 
carved out specific time of the day is helping things be more streamlined.”  Three 
important aspects that support a vision for data use are data coaches, a data team, and a 
common planning time.  The RTI implementation process in the school under study has 




implement structure, but if there’s no teacher buy-in it’s not going anywhere. They also 
have a common planning period that allows them to sit down and talk about students.”  
To carve out time for Tier 2 intervention, the planning time was cut down to 35 minutes. 
Teachers discovered that the reduction in planning time had an adverse impact on the RTI 
implementation process.   
Theme 14:  Time.  Plenty of time is scheduled for data collection; little time is 
allocated in the schedule for systematic data analysis and data-driven decision 
making to occur.      
Participants feel that the process has become assessment driven but offers no time 
for sense making or problem-solving. When asked about barriers to RTI implementation, 
9 out of 13 participants expressed that there is too little time available to make it work.  
Participant B said, “Time. Nobody has time to do it. You have good intentions, 
something comes up, and you move on to that.  If you don’t get something done today,  
you have to put it on the list for tomorrow.”  The notion that there is not enough time to 
implement the components of the framework is echoed by many of the participants.  
Participant H explained, “There’s not enough time in the day. I feel like maybe we should 
extend the instructional day or something. We don’t have enough instructional time. We 
do not have enough meeting time.”  
Every aspect of implementing RTI requires time.  Teachers need time in their 
schedules to prepare for instruction, provide instruction, assess students, analyze data, 
meet about results, discuss progress, determine interventions, collaborate, and reflect on 




of these tasks.  However, the planning period is often used for meetings (child study, 
intervention meetings, drop-in parent-teacher conferences, impromptu staff meetings).  
Sometimes, the teacher’s planning time would be used to have mini-faculty meetings 
where building-administration would discuss items that are traditionally on a faculty 
meeting agenda.  In addition, there were last-minute announcements for unscheduled 
after-school faculty meetings.  One teacher said, “I just stopped trying to do things during 
planning because planning would often disappear. I have to either stay after school until 
5:30 p.m. or try to get into the building on the weekend.”  Teacher M offered some 
perspective regarding data analysis,  
Our planning period is only 35 minutes. That’s not adequate time to keep up with 
the flow of paperwork to be able to analyze the data; it takes time away from 
school to go back and look at the data.  If people are not committed to go back 
through the data like that, RTI is not going to be as effective.  Instead of expecting 
people to analyze the data outside of the building (or outside of normal school 
hours) so much, the planning period needs to be longer.  You need to have the 
time to analyze the data better.  If you really want good instruction, you’ve got to 
give teachers time to go over the data.  You’ve got to give teachers time to do 
what they need to do. 
The key component to the RTI implementation process is the intervention team 
meetings.  Intervention team meetings in this study are referred to as “the RTI 
data team meeting.”  The findings suggest that the intervention meeting itself has 




Theme 15:  Intervention Team Meetings. The participants and the meeting 
agendas reveal a lack of focus and functionality for intervention team meetings.       
Participant consensus suggests that problem-solving does not occur at the 
intervention team meetings.  Each group of grade-level teachers forms an RTI 
intervention team. The math and reading specialists attend each of these meetings along 
with one building administrator and the assistant superintendent.  The majority of 
participants, 9 out of 13, feel that the meetings are not effective.  The remaining four 
participants are more optimistic and suggest that the meetings are not where they need to 
be but are improving.  Ironically, all of the participants agree that having the teams and 
the team meetings is worthwhile.  Participant B said, “Everybody is striving for the same 
thing, but I just don’t know if we’re getting there.”  All of the participants agree that time 
is a factor that prohibits the meeting to function as intended.  Participant K expresses a 
sentiment that is shared by all others,  
Sometimes it can be frustrating because it feels like an assembly line. You can 
leave the meeting and think to yourself that there was not enough time to talk 
about something that would make an impact or make a difference in a child’s life. 
Because of time, we really don’t get a chance to really talk about everything we 
need to talk about. I feel like we are focusing on the quantitative stuff and not the 
qualitative stuff that really explains why things are the way they are. If this is the 
child’s fifth year being placed in tier 3 then why is he being placed in tier 3 every 
year? What’s going on that he keeps getting placed there, and at what point is he 




conversations we miss. You leave the meeting and you feel like you just need 
another hour but there are only so many hours in the day. 
The intervention meeting was originally intended to discuss student progress and 
problem-solve for interventions to address student need.  Now, the meeting has been 
relegated to the specialists providing a progress report of how students are performing in 
the math and reading center.  Participant A describes the issue and what is being done to 
overcome it: 
Well, this year with our new schedule, time constraint is probably the reason why 
we don’t get as much accomplished in the meetings. We’ve only got 30 minutes. 
Teachers are just saying “boom-boom-boom” and then students are in the 
hallway. It could be better, but we have such an issue with time. It’s been mostly 
reporting results. Everyone takes turns reporting results. We've had complaints 
that we haven't been able to talk about our Tier 1 and Tier 2 kids. I think next 
year, the plan is to lengthen our intervention meetings.  I think everyone is excited 
about that.  
But now, what we do during the intervention meeting is schedule a problem-
solving meeting with a teacher if there’s a Tier 3 student that we have a concern 
about. We’ll schedule this meeting before or after school. The specialist will meet 
with that teacher and give them some strategies that can be implemented in the 
classroom and then will review how effective they were. 
The advent of the follow-up meeting (problem-solving meeting) between a 




“The problem solving meetings are more useful than the intervention meetings because 
you’re given strategies to use for your own students; it’s more personal where you get to 
talk about ways to help your kids.”    
Participants say that they were told that planning time will be extended next year 
and the building principal was replaced.  An extended planning time along with the 
integration of the new problem-solving meeting could address some of the barriers 
discussed in this study.  One participant remarked,  
It's almost there. We are slowly getting it to where it needs to be. Everybody in 
that building is committed to kids regardless of their capacity. With one or two 
exceptions I really believe that. I think everybody, for the most part, gets along. 
Everybody’s getting along and everybody wants to do what’s right for the kids. 
That’s something that you can’t buy. It is there and it’s not like that everywhere. 
If you can give this group of people, who are so passionate and so committed to 
children, what they need, there’s no holding that school back. Because for all of 
the faults and things that are wrong, there is so much right. There is so much right 
for a 60% free and reduced lunch school to be achieving at state and above state 
level on standardized test. That is a huge sign that says that there are a lot of good 
things happening here. The people who work there are committed to those kids. 
For the most part, the kids are committed. You don’t have kids that are like, “I’m 
not doing it.” For the most part, they show up.  There’s 97% tutoring attendance 
at the Elem. School and they do what you ask them to do. The interesting thing 




27% GED or no GED/HS Diploma, 9% with a bachelor’s degree or higher; we 
typically wouldn’t have the support we have from home. But all of those kids 
have somebody somewhere who cares about them and is making sure that they’re 
going to be at that tutoring. There is someone who’s doing the best they can for 
those kids; that’s community strength.   
A vision for data use and dedicated staff are components that give the RTI 
implementation process a great deal of promise.  More importantly, this process has the 
potential to accomplish the participant’s shared goal of improving student learning and 
closing achievement gaps.  
Assumptions, Limitations, Scope and Delimitations 
Assumptions 
The first assumption was that participants would give honest responses and 
understand inadvertent jargon used in interview questions.  The second assumption was 
that effective RTI problem-solving teams were an important factor for successful 
implementation of an RTI framework.  Third, I assumed the conduct of the participants 
would not be altered by my presence during team meeting observations.  The final 
assumption was that the participants would remain in the RTI problem-solving teams for 
the duration of the study. 
Limitations 
A limitation of a study is something that presents a potential weakness (Creswell, 
2013).  One limitation was an unexpected limited amount of time to observe and 




meetings were ending for the year.  I did not have an opportunity to observe as many data 
team meetings as originally anticipated.  I also discovered a limitation in the design of the 
methodology for this study; more than one interview should have been scheduled with 
each participant.  There were times when an interview was cut short and it was completed 
the next day.  When this occurred, the participant returned to discuss reflections 
regarding previously asked questions and offered rich, well deliberated responses to 
questions; the interview was improved.  The interviews would have yielded much better 
data had all been scheduled to occur in two separate sessions.    
I believe that RTI problem-solving teams should integrate principles of data-
driven decision making and professional learning communities.  This bias could influence 
data collection and data analysis; these biases are based on my beliefs rather than 
participant experiences.  Trustworthiness was ensured through triangulation of 
information sources, computer software queries (NVivo10), audio-recorded interviews, 
peer debriefing, and member checking.   
Scope and Delimitations 
The scope of this study explores the current knowledge and use of data-driven 
decision making found among educators who participate in RTI problem-solving data 
teams.  This study is delimited to a small rural elementary school located in the 
southeastern region of the United States.  Data collection consists of interviews, 
observations, and a review of unobtrusive documentation involving eight elementary 




administrators.  Any generalizations derived from the findings of this study are bound by 
the implementation of the case study design. 
Evidence of Quality 
I carefully adhered to the implementation of the proposal for this study as 
approved by the Walden University IRB.  The appendix provides the actual interview and 
observation protocols used for data collection.  Appendix O provides a sample transcript; 
Appendix E contains the letter of participation and consent letter sent to all of the 
participants.  Member checking, observations, peer debriefing, and data triangulation 
were used to ensure accuracy of the findings.  Member checking involved segments of 
transcripts emailed to participants in to ensure, both, accuracy and reliability of 
participant responses.  Peer debriefing is a strategy that uses a colleague who offers 
perspective so that my own bias does not influence the portrayal of the data (Lodico et 
al., 2010).  For this study, peer debriefing was achieved with the cooperation of an 
administrator from a neighboring school who recently completed a doctoral program.  
According to Merriam (2009), triangulation uses multiple sources to ensure accuracy of 
the study.  For this study, data triangulation was achieved through a variety of data 
collection methods comprised of interviews, observations and a review of unobtrusive 
documents.     
Interviews were conducted using a semi-structured protocol focused on 
participant perceptions of RTI implementation and involvement in data teams within the 
local context (see Appendix C).   Prior to collecting data, all individuals in the participant 




with those who responded with an indication of consent: “I consent.”  Thirteen volunteer 
participants were interviewed and four data team meetings were observed.  Schedule and 
location of interviews were set at the interviewee’s convenience. Each participant was 
reminded of the voluntary nature, beneficence, and purpose of the study before 
questioning.   
Dealing with Discrepant Cases 
Disconfirming evidence (discrepant cases analysis) is handled by finding 
evidence inconsistent with themes that were established during data analysis; discrepant 
cases should be identified during data collection and data analysis (Gast & Ledford, 
2014).  Discrepant cases, in this study, are outliers among the data that presented 
contrasting perspectives on highly evident themes that emerged from data collection. 
Discrepant cases were inadvertently handled by examining unobtrusive documents and 
comparing the contexts of interview responses.  A deeper investigation led to a more 
complex understanding of participant perspectives and effects of RTI implementation. 
The process of discovering discrepant cases contributed a deeper understanding of the 
local problem and the context in which it is situated.   Discussion of conflicting and 
opposing views reported in this study enhances the trustworthiness and credibility of the 
research.  There was only one discrepant theme handled in this study:  inclusion of 
special education.  Some participants suggested that special education was a Tier 3 
intervention in the RTI process.  Other participants explained that special education was 
excluded from the RTI process.  After member checking the transcripts, I communicated 




participants to the study.  The additional interviewees contributed new knowledge to the 
study that helped me to better understand the situation.  The discrepant theme was 
described in detail in the data analysis section of this project study.  I believe that the 
final report is improved because of the additional investigation of discrepant cases. 
Data Analysis Summary 
RTI is a process that demands implementation of data-driven decision making 
within an educational setting; this is a complex and highly systematic endeavor.  The 
conceptual framework used to interpret the data for this study was the framework for 
data-driven decision making model (Mandinach et al., 2008).  When the data was viewed 
through the lens of this framework, I could assess the extent to which the educators 
created an effective data culture for improving student learning.  According to the 
framework model (Figure 1), there are three levels of processing data: data level, 
information level, and knowledge level.  The findings revealed that the participants were 
able to use a wide array of programs and practices to gather and organize data.  This is 
evidence that they have achieved the first level: the data level.  Most of the computer-
based programs will generate analytical reports of student performance and the staff is 
meeting to discuss these reports.  This evidenced that the data was being transformed into 
information.  That is, the data had been organized, summarized, and had meaning.  
Participants had experience with moving data use to the second level of data-driven 
decision making: the information level.  Participants encountered difficulties moving the 
information into actionable knowledge which could be used to improve student learning.  




more things for the student to do rather than reflect on the effectiveness of instructional 
practices and 2) the process is situated in a manner where professional discourse and 
collaboration could not occur due to time constraints.  In essence, there was plenty of 
time given for identifying low-performing students and virtually no time allocated for 
collective inquiry needed to troubleshoot the learning gaps.  The theory underpinning the 
framework model suggests that several key components must be in place before the 
participants have the infrastructure needed to use data effectively as an organization:  
ongoing professional development, technology-based tools, organizational data culture, 
effective leadership.  All of these components develop and support human capacity.  The 
findings suggest that the participants have many key components in place and are close to 
achieving the infrastructure needed to move into the third level of the framework model: 
the knowledge level.  Once this level is obtained, student learning gaps will be addressed 
in a fluid and organic manner.  It is important to note that systemic changes within the 
local context must be made in order to remove the barriers that impede the current 
implementation model.  The local context addressed many of the problems that were 
mentioned in this study, but there were some aspects of the implementation plan that 
must change in order to move the process forward.  The findings suggest that human 
capacity and time are two obstacles that the participants must overcome in order to move 
the process forward.  Participants must explore solutions that add more time to the 
process, establish consistent expectations of instructional practices and interventions, and 
establish a consistent understanding of the framework.  The local context cannot continue 




Project as an Outcome 
The overarching research question for this inductive analysis guided an 
exploration of the manner in which educators in the school under study used data to 
address persistent achievement gap.  The findings of this study suggest that the current 
RTI framework employed at the school under study is nearly complete.  There are several 
components in place that identify student learning gaps.  However, students are not 
improving enough to move out of tiers and achievement gaps remain.  This study 
explored the work of RTI data teams and found that these teams are not meeting the 
needs of Tier 2 and Tier 3 students.  Data analysis revealed several implementation 
barriers; the most prominent categories were human capacity, professional development, 
and lack of time for planning and collaboration.  The findings revealed that the current 
master schedule does not afford additional time for teachers to plan or collaborate.  
However, the use of collaborative online tools would provide flexible communication 
sources, resource warehousing, and training that can be accessed at the educator’s 
convenience.  A culture of data use is a key component for building the capacity for 
effective data-driven decision making practice that positively impacts student learning 
(Abbott & Wills, 2012; Anderson et al., 2010; Hamilton et al., 2009).  The project, a 
framework for collaborative professional learning within small rural contexts, will 
supplement the current RTI data team implementation effort and address implementation 
gaps identified in the findings of this study.  The project is intended to positively impact 





The purpose of this qualitative case study is to investigate how RTI data teams 
use data to improve student learning and close achievement gaps within the school being 
studied.  The investigation involved gathering and understanding educators’ perspectives 
regarding data use and the work of RTI data teams.  Section 2 contains a detailed 
description of the findings based on the three research questions and the research 
problem.   Also described in section 2 are the data collection process, data analysis, 
findings, discrepant cases, and evidence of the data quality for this study.  Continued 
implementation of the RTI process and the integration of collaborative online spaces for 
professional learning are recommended. 
I will provide a description of the project in section 3. Included in this description 
will be the goals, the rationale, and a review of literature for the project.  Logistical 
information regarding resources, potential barriers, and a time table for the project will 





Section 3: The Project 
The problem and purpose of this study were detailed in Section 1.  The purpose of 
this qualitative case study was to investigate how RTI teams used data to improve student 
learning and close achievement gaps within the school being studied.  The problem of a 
persistent achievement gap within the local context was established in order to rationalize 
the need for the study.  The need for the study was also supported by student achievement 
data, a state initiative, and federal accountability policies.    
Section 2 provided the qualitative research methods used to investigate the 
problem within the local context for this study.  Data collection included interviews, 
observations, and a review of unobtrusive documents.  An inductive analysis 
methodology guided data collection.  An overarching research question guided analysis 
of the data: “How are the RTI data teams using data to improve student learning and 
close achievement gaps within the school being studied?”  The findings resulted in 
recommendations for continued implementation of the RTI process and the integration of 
collaborative online spaces for professional learning. 
Section 3 presents a professional development plan designed to offer educators a 
blended learning experience that could address the local problem for the school under 
study.   This section begins with a description of the project.  Subsequent sections contain 
the following:  goals of the project, review of literature, description of goals and 
rationales of the project, discussion of project implementation, project evaluation plan, 




Description and Goals of the Project 
Background 
A synthesis of the literature and findings from this study suggest that traditional 
models of professional development are inappropriate for small rural school divisions and 
the school under study.  The findings of this study also suggest that implementation of the 
current RTI framework is greatly hindered by a lack of time and human capacity.  
Attempts at incorporating distributed leadership and ongoing professional development 
within the local context have failed.  A synthesis of the findings and the literature suggest 
that the local context must develop and employ a customized approach for delivery of 
professional development that is tailored to the unique circumstances of a small rural 
context.  For this reason, the project for this study is a new framework for professional 
learning; it is designed to accommodate for the implementation barriers identified in this 
study and commonly associated with small rural contexts. 
Project Description  
The project, SwimmingLessons, is a conceptual framework for professional 
learning created specifically to address the local problem for this study.  The title of the 
framework, SwimmingLessons, was derived as a response to participant descriptions of 
the current PD process as being, “sink or swim.”  The project was designed with 
intentions to offer ongoing support to help educators “swim” through program 
implementation.  The quality of the blended professional development framework is 
ensured through alignment with the Standards for Professional Learning published by 




effective professional development that promote effective teaching and learning: (a) 
learning communities, (b) resources, (c) learning designs, (d) leadership, (e) data, (f) 
implementation, and (g) outcomes (Killion & Crow, 2011).  These standards were 
incorporated into the design of the project to ensure that the framework was research-
based.  In addition, several learning theories and research findings were applied to the 
design of the project framework; these are discussed in the literature review section for 
the project.  If implemented with fidelity, the framework should result in the following:  
an increase of technology integration skills among participating educators; a preferred 
method of acquiring recertification points; established and sustained collaborative 
practice; and a positive impact on student learning through improvement of instructional 
practice.  The framework model for the project shown in Figure 9 is a comprehensive 
process that infuses technology integration with targeted pedagogical skill development.  
The project provides educators with scenario-based experiences that target specific 
instructional practices while establishing practice immersion through teaming and online 
collaboration.  The overarching goal of the framework is to establish capacity for data-
driven decision making; the model should foster a positive collaborative culture while 
contributing to the establishment of collective inquiry.   
The framework applies a mixture of best practices for professional learning and 
classroom instruction.  Key components of the framework are job-embedded designs, 
formative assessment of participant learning, active engagement of participants, 





Figure 9. SwimmingLessons professional learning framework. Original illustration 
created by author of this study. 
 
 




















FOLLOW-UP = Facilitator conducts informal meetings with 
individuals to assess comfort level and understanding and 
participates in online discussions. 
Teacher Voluntary Evals – Teachers can request a walkthrough for 
coaching or mock evaluation purposes. 
Formative Evals:  Evaluations are contests that build positive 
summative evaluations (“bad scores” are thrown out. Good 
scores are kept on file!) 
Checkpoint = Short “Certification Test” and group discussion 





Physiology of the Framework System 
The framework is organized by modules with the duration of 2 months.  The 
model shown in Figure 9 represents the components of a single module.  Each module is 
composed of two main phases: a float phase and a swim phase.  The float phase is shaded 
in a lighter color to signify a purpose of orientation, familiarization, and acclimation of 
concepts.  The float phase is used to help participants understand the theory or 
philosophical underpinnings that substantiate the need for implementation of the 
innovation.  The swim phase is shaded in a dark solid color to represent the purpose of 
moving from abstract to concrete understanding of employment of the innovation.  The 
swim phase helps participants learn how and when to use the innovation.  Each phase 
contains four learning sessions: two face to face (F2F) and two online.  The online 
discussions use asynchronous and synchronous online tools that enable real-time 
communication and collaboration among participants. 
The large boxes at the top of the model represent the “context sessions” for each 
phase that preface the smaller subsequent sessions. The context sessions provide an 
overview of the basic ideas and concepts that underpin the focus of the module.  Each 
session will model and provide practical exercises on specific collaborative online tools 
while engaging teachers with practices aligned with the Framework for Data-driven 
Decision Making (Mandinach et al., 2008) and the Standards for Professional Learning 
(Killion & Crow, 2011).  The large shaded box that houses all of the sessions represents 
asynchronous online communication using a learning management system (LMS) such as 




The virtual space will visually frame and organize the module, provide resources 
pertinent to the module, and provide a space for participants to engage in collaboration 
and collective sense-making.  Also, the LMS is used for participant acknowledgements 
and gamification efforts. 
The duration for each module of the framework is 2 months.  It takes 1 month to 
move through each phase of the framework.  Before the initial session occurs, resource 
materials and session prereading are made available for viewing and download in a 
virtual space such as a common bulletin board.  There is a session that takes place each 
week.  Each module is 8 weeks long; Weeks 1-4 are the float phase and Weeks 5-8 
comprise the swim phase.  The float phase begins with a context session that lasts 1hour.  
The context session provides an overview of the innovation and the rationale for 
implementation.  Post session materials are posted in the virtual space after the float 
phase is conducted.  During week 2, educators participate in a follow-up synchronous 
online discussion, with a question-and-answer format designed to engage participants in 
sense-making and conceptualization of the innovation. Questions for all synchronous 
discussions are contributed by participants prior to the session.  They are posed to the 
group, which is given time to work through responses and solutions.  The facilitator seeks 
opportunities to credit participants who contribute appropriate responses and to fill in any 
gaps in understanding throughout the discussion.  The goal of the online sessions is to 
empower the whole group to collaborate on solutions to the questions posed by individual 
members.  The facilitator offers assistance if the group cannot arrive at an appropriate 




the innovation in small groups with help from the facilitator(s).  Week 4 is the final week 
of the float phase in which participants engage in another synchronous online discussion.  
By this time, the participants should have a good conceptualization of the innovation and 
a solid understanding of why it is needed.  The next four weeks involve integration of the 
innovation into practice. 
The second and final phase of the module is the swim phase.  During this phase, 
understanding of the innovation moves from abstract to concrete.  The focus of the swim 
phase is giving participants experiences with direct application of the innovation to their 
own instruction.   This phase follows the same 4 week format as the float phase, except 
the content is specific to real instructional experiences.  Educators must bring their own 
data, artifacts, anecdotes, and issues (whichever is applicable to the focus of the session) 
with an intention to employ the innovation to address their own practice.   
The module ends with two motivational strategies:  gamification and certification.  
The final session of the swim phase involves the awarding of badges and points.  Points 
are awarded for participation throughout the module and could result in “leveling up” a 
participant’s online status on the online community platform.  For example, a title such as 
“Level 4” may appear beneath the participant’s screen name if a predetermined level of 
participation has been achieved.  A check for understanding is given at the end of each 
module in the form of an online quiz.  There is no consequence if a participant performs 
poorly on this assessment.  However, certificates are awarded to those who earn a high 
score.  If an educator performs poorly, the facilitator remediates the educator during 




later.  Asynchronous communication and collaborations take place throughout the 
module in the online community platform. 
The framework is designed to deliver a module in the fall and a module in the 
spring.  The spring module content is a revisitation, reinforcement, and extension of fall 
modules.  This is done to assist transfer of training, consistency, and implementation 
fidelity.  The focus of the spring module is increasing the degree to which participants 
engage in situated learning and critical thinking.  Spring float phases involve visitation 
and observation of (and communication with) other organizations that exemplify the 
innovation.  For example, ideal activities for this phase would be faculty field trips to 
visit exemplary organizations; viewing videos that highlight model organizations; and 
Skype conversations with experts or other educators from exemplary systems.  The 
synchronous online discussions that occur in the spring will be critical of process and 
focus on improving current and future program implementation.  The spring swim phase 
will identify and address implementation barriers while continuing to immerse 
participants in the application of the innovation. 
Project Goals and Outcomes 
The literature suggests that transformation of education relies on a reimaging of 
professional development; it must be viewed as a process of professional learning within 
a networked age (Brooks & Gibson, 2012).  The project provides a structured way to 
incorporate tenets of 21st-century learning, standards for professional learning, and best 
practices for establishing capacity for data-driven decision making.  However, there are 5 




1. To provide the local context with a framework for professional learning 
that can be used to increase transfer of training, overcome time and 
location barriers, and build human capacity. 
2. To establish a normative system (or culture) of ongoing collaboration and 
professional learning.   
3. To empower teachers to identify and address gaps in student learning and 
instruction practice through collective problem-solving. 
4. To offer an ongoing professional development experience that is relevant 
to the needs of educators within the local context. 
5. To establish an online community of practice among educators within the 
local context. 
The SwimmingLessons Professional Learning Framework uses job-embedded 
learning designs to engage educators in professional learning.  According to Croft, 
Coggshall, Dolan, and Powers (2010), job-embedded professional development is an 
ongoing process that connects learning and application in daily practice; it requires active 
participant involvement in cooperative, inquiry-based work.  Specific outcomes for this 
project are (a) an online reference of practice generated through professional discourse 
and crowd-sourcing of resources (b) sustained implementation of the innovation; and (c) 
a culture of active engagement in professional learning that promotes sustainable change 




Rationale for Chosen Project Genre   
The project can be categorized in the genre of professional development 
evaluation: training plan with modules.  Rather than detailing a specific workshop 
sequence or offering a series of professional development sessions targeted to a specific 
topic, this project submits a framework for professional learning that is intended to 
address the uniqueness of schools situated within small rural contexts.  
The school under study suffers from a delivery system of professional 
development (PD) that is incompatible for the context in which it is situated.  A synthesis 
of the literature review and findings from this study suggest that traditional models of 
professional development are inappropriate for small rural school divisions.  Educators in 
rural schools have greater PD needs than their counterparts in urban and suburban school 
districts (Clarke & Wildy, 2011).  Limitations in funding, human capacity, and access to 
college campuses (due to geographical distances) are among several factors that 
exacerbate the challenges commonly associated with the implementation of disruptive 
innovations into small rural schools (Aslan & Reigeluth, 2013; Preston, Jakubiec, & 
Kooymans, 2013).  A specific training program would be insufficient for addressing the 
local problem for this study; it requires a comprehensive systemic change in how 
educators are prepared for program implementation.  To account for the uniqueness of 
small rural school-improvement needs, the method of providing substantive and effective 
PD requires a framework that is tailored for schools situated within small rural contexts.  




systematic, ongoing, and blended collaborative professional development experiences.  A 
full presentation of the framework is shown in Appendix A. 
Rationale of How this Project Will Address the Problem 
In section 2, data analysis revealed fifteen themes that emerged from participant 
perspectives, documents, and observations: remediation, limited reach, core instruction, 
data use in isolation, programs, additional time, problem-solving teams, special 
education, fidelity and consistency, accountability, professional development, internal 
expertise, common planning time, time, and intervention team meetings.  Categories that 
encompass these listed items are human capacity, professional development, framework 
design, time limitations, and leadership.  In the school under study, the assistant 
superintendent provided oversight of program implementation and ensured that it was 
well-funded.  Also, $150,000 was invested in a series of professional development 
efforts; every program was introduced to the initiative through a professional 
development effort.  Furthermore, state best-practice recommendations for 
implementation of an RTI framework were followed during the planning phase of the 
initiative.  Execution of the implementation plan, however, has revealed several 
unforeseen discrepancies.  A synthesis of the findings and the literature suggest that, 
despite proper planning and funding, the current implementation plan is not appropriate 
for the characteristics of the small rural local context in which the target school is 
situated.  Despite the use of a researched-based implementation framework, the local 




The most glaring discrepancy revealed in the findings is the amount of 
professional development offered to teachers; many of the participants recalled little to no 
professional development offerings.  Documentation verified a series of well-attended 
professional development sessions.  However, according to the data, the PD experiences 
did not make a memorable impression on the participants.  A synthesis of the findings 
and the literature review for this project section revealed three important considerations 
for addressing the local problem:  professional learning design, transfer of training, and 
impact of leadership.  The blended collaborative professional development framework 
created for this project will address those areas. 
Professional learning design. The proposed project for this study is a framework 
for blended collaborative professional learning within a small rural context.  The 
literature suggests that active engagement of educators in professional development (PD) 
that moves beyond traditional, passive learning results in a greater impact on practice 
(Shaha & Ellsworth, 2013).  In this regard, findings from this project study suggest that 
professional development offered to teachers in the target school lacked the time and 
human capacity needed to transfer learning to practice and effective implementation.  
Many small rural schools are turning to network and internet-based solutions to overcome 
time and human resource limitations.  The flexibility afforded from internet-based 
communication tools are thought to offset educators’ lack of opportunities to conduct 
face-to-face collaboration (Blitz, 2013a).  The project for this study uses a blended model 
that incorporates networked and internet-based technologies that help to address issues of 




online professional development suggests that several factors determine effectiveness of 
this modality: relevance to local context, whether or not the learning addresses a relevant 
need, extent to which it facilitates communication and social interaction, and time allotted 
to complete activities (Cook & Steinert, 2013).  The modules will incorporate the 
Standards for Professional Learning published by Learning Forward (Killion & Crow, 
2011).  These standards will help to ensure the modules contain job-embedded 
professional development experiences that ensure relevance to the local context and 
facilitate the establishment of professional learning communities.  A study of online 
professional development for rural educators found that those teachers who participated 
in the online professional development experienced an increase in knowledge, ability to 
implement research-based practices in their classrooms, and developed meaningful 
collaborative relationships with colleagues (Erickson, Noonan, & McCall, 2012).  The 
implication from this study is that installing an online component of professional 
development would greatly benefit educators in the school under study who are situated 
within a similar context and conditions.  A blended professional development platform 
offers educators the ability to warehouse, organize, and create libraries of downloadable 
resources.  Also, in house training videos, links to resources, and professional discourse 
could all occur in these spaces.  Establishing online professional learning communities 
would meet the needs of the educators to effectively implement and foster ongoing 
professional development.  Key components of an effective professional learning 




could result in establishing consistency, fidelity, and accountability that is missing in the 
current RTI implementation process.  
Transfer of training.  In education, the notion of transfer of training refers to the 
extent to which educators use what they have learned in the professional development 
sessions.  The findings from this study reveal that there is a transfer of training problem 
in which a small percentage of what is presented in professional development sessions 
are ultimately applied to instructional practice.  The project for this study integrates 
research to ensure the highest probability for transfer of training. Five key considerations 
incorporated into the framework are motivation to transfer, training evaluation, training 
design, training methods, and social support for learning (Culpin, Eichenberg, Hayward, 
& Abraham, 2014; Grohmann, Beller, & Kauffeld, 2014; Homklin, Takahashi, & 
Techakanont, 2014; A. M. Saks & Burke-Smalley, 2014; A. M. Saks & Burke, 2012).  
The project includes gamification and participant acknowledgment to support motivation 
to transfer; built-in feedback loop processes for formative and summative evaluations of 
training; a design informed by the collaborative inquiry model and Standards for 
Professional Learning; training methods informed by job-embedded and situated learning 
theory; and components that foster social collaboration and support for shared learning.  
One additional inadvertent outcome of the framework will be participant procurement of 
various certifications such as Google Educator or Microsoft Certified.    
Leadership.  The findings in section 2 reveal that participants credit the building 
principal with implementation failure.  Although a research-based implementation 




follow-up from the building-level leadership led to a lack of consistency and fidelity.  
The importance of leadership in program implementation is well established in the 
literature.  In the early 1950s, Edwin Fleishman published a study that led to an 
understanding of how the culture of leadership was more influential to employee attitudes 
and behaviors than any training program (Fleishman, 1953; A. Saks, Salas, & Lewis, 
2014).  The implication of this study suggests that the leader must subscribe to an 
initiative before there is buy-in from subordinates.  The project framework establishes 
ongoing feedback loops that offer two-way assessment between leadership and teachers; 
this is done using online feedback mechanisms such as email, private messages through 
the LMS, Google form surveys, and face-to-face formative meetings. Facilitators and 
leaders will take all of the assessments that are required of the teachers.  This is to ensure 
reliability and validity of the leader as coach.  Expectations for all roles will be posted on 
the online community platform to serve as a constant reminder and to drive the intended 
collaborative culture of the framework.     
Compensating for weaknesses in the current model.  The findings in section 2 
revealed that the delivery system for professional development was designed in annual 
phases.  An initial plan mapped full implementation to occur over a 4-year period.  One 
participant described the implementation process as a layering where one program was 
added to the initiative each year.  The downfall of this plan was that professional 
development had no follow-up from one year to the next.  Training on a particular skill 
occurred in one year and was never reintroduced thereafter.   One consequence is that 




phase were not able to benefit from previous professional development sessions.  In fact, 
professional development that established an understanding of the RTI process occurred 
one year and was never revisited.  It was never revisited and many teachers do not 
understand the rationale of program implementation or have a clear conceptualization of 
the process.  The project framework uses a conceptual module and an application module 
to ensure that educators understand both the philosophical and practical application of the 
program.   
An adaptable framework for future use.  The project is a framework tailored 
for the local context.  The project addresses all of the barriers experienced by the current 
framework and offers a research-based approach to adapting any initiative to fit the local 
context.  The framework is structured to assist the establishment of sustainable change. 
Literature Review for the Project 
This project was undertaken to provide a professional development framework to 
address the local problem within a small rural school. Boolean searches of the following 
terms informed the literature review for this project:  conceptual framework for 
professional development, professional learning framework, professional development 
design, small rural schools, effective school improvement, school improvement for rural 
schools, effective professional development, framework for professional development, 
online professional development, blended professional development from SAGE full-text 
database, ERIC, and Education Research Complete, and Google Scholar databases which 




An additional search was conducted to contribute additional literature specific to 
the project.  This review reference a small number of books published by leading authors 
as they have produced influential works on how to design, implement, and evaluate 
professional development.  Boolean searches of the following terms were conducted in 
the Walden University databases:  job-embedded professional development, professional 
learning design, transfer of learning, transfer of training, leadership and professional 
development, situated learning, experiential learning, affordance theory, multimedia 
learning theory, social development theory, social learning theory, pedagogy and content 
knowledge (TPACK).  These terms facilitated a deeper understanding of the philosophical 
underpinnings of research-based practices outlined in the Standards for Professional 
Learning. 
Professional Development 
The purpose of the project for this study is to provide a framework for a blended 
collaborative professional learning.  In the literature, professional development of 
teachers and administrators is described as an essential and necessary component of 
school improvement (Cameron, Mulholland, & Branson, 2013; Croft et al., 2010).  
Stewart (2014) suggests that the worldview of teacher learning has shifted from a reform 
movement focused on teacher development to one that underscores capacity building for 
the sake of improving student achievement. The key of successful integration of an 
initiative is dependent on how well educators can learn and develop capacity to 
implement the design; this places a burden on leaders to provide adequate professional 




emphasize continuous capacity building rather than single-event workshops (Mandinach 
& Gummer, 2013a).  Ongoing professional learning affords the educator to employ 
constant reflection on the skills that delineate effective teaching; these instructionally 
effective strategies are nurtured and retained through continuous professional 
development (Luneta, 2012).  Professional development experiences must be engaging 
and relevant to the participant.  Research suggests that the most effective professional 
development engages educator’s in a process of active participation in teaching, 
modeling, supporting, and assessment of student learning; this is done through a culture 
of collaboration that is grounded in collective inquiry (Nishimura, 2014).  These 
characteristics are supported through the use of networked and internet-based modalities 
of professional learning.  Technology, pedagogy, and content knowledge can be 
integrated in the design of online professional development modules to enhance task 
relevance for maximum learning and transformation (Collins & Liang, 2014).  
Traditional models of professional development remain the most prominent format 
despite the abundance of literature that supports ongoing and collaborative models of 
professional development.   
Secretary of Education Arne Duncan exalted the rationale of an updated version 
of Learning Forward’s Standards for Professional Learning by explaining the need for the 
education community to rethink the manner in which teachers are prepared and 
developed (Duncan, 2011).  In fact, he titled the section about professional development, 
Lousy professional development, but plenty of it.  Secretary Duncan (2010) explained that 




year.  However, there is no evidence or assurances that teachers are benefiting from 
professional development that promotes evidence-based practices (Duncan, 2011). To 
ensure that the project for this study promotes evidence-based practices, characteristics of 
the framework will align with the Standards of Professional Learning and will be 
informed by research pertaining to transfer of learning, job-embedded professional 
development, blended online professional learning, and leadership of school 
improvement.  The framework also incorporates research that was reviewed in Section 1: 
professional learning communities, collaboration, and data-driven decision making. 
Theory and Research That Supports the Project 
The project framework draws from the theory of situated learning and research of 
job-embedded professional development, transfer of training, and Standards of 
Professional Learning. The theory of situated learning guides the rationale of approach 
for the conceptual framework model for the project.  The research on job-embedded 
professional development and transfer of training guide the instructional design, 
methodologies, and evaluation for modules.  Also, the research ensures that modules are 
designed for active participation, engagement with evidence-based content, and 
promotion of collaborative practices. The Standards of Professional learning provide 
clear expectations and guidance for normative systems, infrastructure, and evidence-
based practice.   
Situated learning.  Situated learning is a constructivist approach that promotes 
the notion that effective learning occurs through experiences of active participation.  This 




and Wenger (1991) illustrated the concept of situated learning through five case studies 
of apprenticeship: Yucatec Mayan midwives, Liberian tailors, U.S. navy quartermasters, 
and supermarket butchers. Each of these cases demonstrated learning through 
apprenticeship experiences in which students were immersed within the everyday context 
in which the knowledge and skills were used.  The examples of apprenticeship 
demonstrate the manner in which students construct their own knowledge from a 
combination of prior experiences, social interaction, and kinesthetic activity.  
Professional learning is facilitated through a situated learning environment where 
educators share experiences and exchange knowledge (Ching-Ching, 2014).  According 
to Lave and Wagner (1991), the learning is often unintentional and organic as a result of 
participating within a community of practice and following the example of an established 
group member.  In education, student teaching and staff mentor programs employ the 
coaching aspects of the apprenticeship model established by situated learning.  However, 
an effective employment of the theoretical approach would emphasize not only the need 
for novices to learn within contexts that are increasingly more authentic, but to perceive 
nuances in the work that render expert-quality results before taking action themselves 
(Leaman & Flanagan, 2013).  The project for this study situates learning experiences 
around social interactions in which authentic practice takes place.  Situated learning 
provides a theoretical basis for the project framework; tenets of job-embedded 
professional development inform the framework design. 
Job-Embedded professional development.  Many contemporary reform 




increase the extent to which participants engage the learning and transfer that which is 
learned to instructional practice.  Job-embedded learning suggests that professional 
development should be relevant to the needs of each teacher.  A job-embedded learning 
design uses a framework to guide individualized professional development at a school 
(Croft et al., 2010).  Perceived content relevance is gained through offering learning 
experiences that mirror learning that is embedded within the participant’s work day.  Job-
embedded professional development is characterized as learning that occurs in the 
context of the job setting; is relevant to the work of participants; involves social and 
situated learning; incorporates prior knowledge; promotes active participation; fosters 
reflective practice (Zepeda, 2014).  Job-embedded learning designs engage in ongoing 
professional learning.  The literature suggests that ongoing job-embedded professional 
development improves pedagogical knowledge, instructional practice, and student 
achievement (Althauser, 2015).  Professional learning that is job-embedded may include 
analysis of student data, student observations, constructing and scoring common 
assessments, examining student or educator work, review case studies, problem-based 
learning, examinations of case studies, and lesson studies (Killion & Crow, 2011).  
Groups of educators engaged in job-embedded learning may gather for book studies, 
demonstrations of practice, perform simulations, video clubs, professional readings, or 
study groups.  Other collaborative activities may include co-teaching, action research, 
peer coaching, peer observations and visitations.  
The literature review in Section 1 and the finding in Section 2 suggest that one 




learning communities.  Job-embedded development is important for building capacity 
needed for the establishment of professional learning communities (PLC).   The literature 
suggests that teachers who form online communities can achieve the goals of PLCs 
(Blitz, 2013a).   Online collaboration provides teachers with the capacity to engage with a 
group, develop a sense of community, and contribute toward improving their 
instructional practices. 
Transfer of training.  The intention of professional development is to impart 
teachers with knowledge that will be used to improve instructional practice and positively 
impact student learning.  One concern is whether the learning from these experiences is 
actually applied to classroom instruction.  This is a notion introduced by research from 
the business sector as a transfer of training (Ford & Weissbein, 1997; Grossman & Salas, 
2011).  Baldwin and Ford (1988)  spurred research in transfer of training when they 
published a literature review of 63 empirical studies on the relationship between input 
factors and transfer along with a framework for examining the transfer process. 
Transfer of training involves the act of using what is learned in the training 
environment and applying those skills and behaviors in the work environment; the 
transfer also involves maintenance of trained skills and behaviors for the length of time 
necessary to perform the job (A. M. Saks & Burke, 2012).  The literature from education 
and the business sector agree that there is a transfer of training problem in the United 
States.  A common paradigm to bolster positive organizational change is to fund training 
in an effort to properly roll-out new initiatives.  The research is proving this practice to be 




organizations spend over $125 billion on employee training and development each year.  
In education, Secretary Duncan (2010) stated that $2.5 billion in Title II funding is 
allocated for teacher improvement and leadership each year.  However, research findings 
suggest that very little of what is learned in training is applied on the job and most 
investments in training do not transfer to the job performance; less than twenty percent of 
what is learned in training transfers to practice (Awais Bhatti, Ali, Mohd Isa, & 
Mohamed Battour, 2014; Kazbour, McGee, Mooney, Masica, & Brinkerhoff, 2013; A. 
M. Saks & Burke, 2012).  These finding suggest that U.S. business and educational 
organizations are not getting the desired return on their professional development 
investments. 
Transfer of training is an outgrowth of the transfer of learning theory.  Designers 
of professional learning use a variety of methods to improve transfer of training.  The 
three most prominent are stimulus variability, identical elements, general principals.  
Kazbour et al. (2013) describe the three methods in this manner:  
 Stimulus variability occurs when trainers use a variety of examples or 
have participants practice tasks in different scenarios or settings.  
 Identical elements refer to the method of presenting stimuli that are similar 
to what the participants will be using in their work environment.  
 General principles is a method where participants are taught to use 
general problem-solving strategies to remedy a wide range of problems 




These three methods are not the most popular; the literature is non-conclusive 
regarding their impact when used in isolation.  The certainty drawn from this research, 
however, is that the method alone cannot guarantee a high percentage of training transfer; 
the method must be accompanied by several characteristics or factors that are proven to 
positively affect transfer.  
There are several studies that examine factors that influence transfer of training.  
The most significant factors that contribute to positive transfer of training are training 
design, training methods, motivation to transfer, and social support, and training 
evaluation (A. M. Saks & Burke-Smalley, 2014; A. M. Saks & Burke, 2012).  Awais 
Bhatti et al. (2014) examined the effects of a variety of factors on training transfer and 
transfer motivation.  These factors include individual, environmental, training design, and 
affective reaction factors on training transfer and transfer motivation.  Awais Bhatti et al. 
(2014) stated, “the study revealed that perceived content validity and transfer design 
work together and influence the trainee’s performance self-efficacy management” (p. 51).  
The study affirmed the importance of promoting the relevance of learning to the work of 
the participant.  The authors suggest that a clear understanding of the relevance of the 
training (or perceived content validity) enhance the participant’s motivation to apply 
what is learned to their work (or motivation to transfer).  A study by Grohmann et al. 
(2014) yielded similar results. The authors conducted two studies that concluded that 
motivation to transfer predicts transfer of training.  Social support has also proven to have 
a positive influence on transfer of training.  Homklin et al. (2014) examined the influence 




Their study concluded that coworker support had the greatest influence on transfer. 
Culpin et al. (2014) explored the relationship between participants’ self-reported 
intention to transfer and self-reported actual transfer.  The study contributed insight in 
regard to factors of transfer design that yielded higher transfer of training:  active 
engagement, prior knowledge, relevance to the workplace, opportunity for repeated 
practice.  A synthesis of these studies suggests a variety of factors positively affect 
training transfer.  However, there is a lack of focus of the content in regards to soft and 
hard skills.  The intentions of the training should align with the needs of the learner.  
Most of the literature regarding training transfer does not consider the relevance 
of content training types in influencing the success of transfer; the authors suggest this is 
a misguided perspective that all training is identical in terms of training transfer (Laker & 
Powell, 2011).  The literature rarely distinguishes between training that focuses on the 
development of hard skills (technical) and learning intended to foster soft skills 
(interpersonal and intrapersonal).  Laker and Powell (2011) posits that the construct of 
training transfer can be more accurately understood if viewed in two different forms: hard 
skills training and soft skills training.  The findings from this review suggest that 
consideration and distinction of soft and hard training could contribute to more effective 
design of training transfer.  A synthesis of the literature regarding transfer of training 
suggests that an effective design must be tailored to the needs of the local context and use 
a performance-based approach (Kazbour et al., 2013).  This is difficult to accomplish 
using a traditional professional development model; online, blended, and hybrid forms of 




Blended and Online Professional Learning 
Professional development (PD) is the widely accepted method for improving 
instructional practice and pedagogical content knowledge.  The literature suggests that 
effective professional development involves learner-centered collaborative approaches, 
active learning, constructivist pedagogy, and transformative practice rather than 
traditional approach (Chitanana, 2012; Erickson, Noonan, & McCall, 2012).  School 
officials who offer traditional professional development to teachers fail to incorporate 
many of the elements characteristic of effective evidence-based learning design.  As a 
result, the offerings generally fail to meet the individual needs of teachers (Dash, De 
Kramer, O'Dwyer, Masters, & Russell, 2012).  Gibson and Brooks (2013) described 
common characteristics of traditional professional development as imposed top-down, 
unfocused, devoid of adult learning preferences, lacking in intellectual rigor, and 
disconnected from the realities of instructional practice.  Rural and suburban educators 
often experience barriers with traditional professional development that complicate or 
preclude their participation such as access to the event (cost and approvals to attend), 
rigid schedules of sessions, geographic location, inconvenient dates, appropriateness of 
content for individual needs of teachers, and imposition on work and family demands of 
the participant (Dash et al., 2012; Francis-Poscente & Jacobsen, 2013).  Internet 
technology has made it possible for teachers to engage in spontaneous and voluntary 
collaboration; asynchronous and synchronous communication, and informal learning 
from a variety of online sources (Seo & Han, 2013).  With the advent and recent 




alternatives for professional learning that offer flexibility to accommodate their personal 
schedules and circumstances.  
In recent years, online professional development (OPD) has flourished as an 
alternative to face-to-face professional development.  A synthesis of the literature 
regarding the impact of digital technologies on education would suggest that the ubiquity, 
popularity, and convenience of web-enabled micro technologies contribute to an organic 
development of dependency upon digital tools for content, communication, resources, 
and informal learning (Dornisch, 2013; Selwyn, 2011; Underwood, 2009; Weigand, 
2014; Wise, Greenwood, & Davis, 2011).  Purcell, Heaps, Buchanan, and Friedrich 
(2013) surveyed 2,462 Advanced Placement and National Writing Project teachers 
regarding their perceptions of the impact of digital tools on instructional practice.  
Instructional technologies; professional learning; influence of socioeconomic variables, 
generational differences in technology uses, student dispositions, and parent interaction 
were among several factors that were included in the report.  Findings of the study clearly 
identified the internet as a major contributor to contemporary educational practice and 
professional learning.  These finding are among wide array rendered in the final report, 
but are specific to professional learning: 
 99% of teachers use internet search engines as an information source. 
 99% of teachers use the internet to conduct job-related research. 
 92% of teachers indicated that the internet has a major impact on their ability 




 80% of teacher use the internet on a weekly basis to assist them with lesson 
planning.  
 75% of teachers stated that internet and digital tools have a major impact on 
increasing their professional knowledge. 
 69% of teachers attribute their improved ability to collaborate with colleagues 
to the internet (Purcell et al., 2013). 
An implication that can be formed by these findings is that teachers already 
possess the capacity for online professional development and are inclined to use the 
medium for improving their practices.  Therefore, shifting from traditional face-to-face 
professional development towards models that incorporate more internet-based elements 
is a logical and natural progression.  Currently, there are two prominent designs for 
infusing web-based technologies with staff training: blended (or hybrid) design and 
online professional development (OPD).  Some organizations embrace a fully online 
model of professional development in an effort to take full advantage of the flexibility it 
affords participants in respects to time and location (Phu, Vien, Lan, & Cepero, 2014).  
However, some experts such as Brooks and Gibson (2012) caution against discounting 
the face-to-face component of the professional learning experience and encourage 
frameworks that employ a “combination of online and face-to-face learning 
opportunities” (p. 2).  Proponents of the blended (or hybrid) approach contend that 
combination incorporates the widest array of learning theory and yields a higher 
probability of impacting teaching practice and student achievement.   
One aspect of online professional development currently under development is 




devices is that students live in a digital society where people inadvertently learn through 
commercial-generated information and communications technology (ICT); therefore, 
teachers must learn to use ICT for professional learning and classroom instruction 
(Vrasidas & Solomou, 2013); this is a notion borrowed from the theory of situated 
learning.  Gamification and game-based learning are strategies that are used to provide 
contextualization of knowledge within authentic learning environments, increase intrinsic 
and extrinsic motivation, and promote active engagement in the learning experience 
(Bahji, Lefdaoui, & El Alami, 2013; Crichton, Pegler, & White, 2012).  The two 
approaches differ in that game-based learning refers to the use of games for learning.  
Gamification situates the learner into online gaming or role-playing contexts and 
incorporates learning outcomes into the game scenarios; these manifest in the forms of 
tasks, missions, or quests.  The draw of gamification is that it is designed to employ game 
mechanics from popular gaming frameworks: reward and point structures; increasing 
levels of play; multi-player community format; and specific characterizations and roles of 
participations.  Vrasidas and Solomou (2013) examined the benefits of using online 
games in teacher professional development.  The researchers immersed the participants in 
an online gaming world called Quest Atlantis where participants completed tasks that 
were designed to cover specific learning outcomes.  The findings suggested the gaming 
situation provides participants with a general feeling that they were willingly pursuing 
knowledge rather than being forced to receive it through presentation; some of the 
participants referred to the experience as addictive.  The implication from this study is 




engaging and may be successfully employed as a motivational method for fostering 
active participation and motivation to transfer.  
Standards for Professional Learning 
Educational systems are effective when they are adaptive to the needs of an ever-
changing society.  People in America currently comprise a digital-age society, but the 
majority of educational organizations prepare students to meet the needs an industrial-age 
society.  It is because of this misalignment that educational organizations within the U.S. 
are the least impacted by societal changes (Aslan & Reigeluth, 2013; Schlechty, 2009).  
Failure for educational systems to paradigm shift into 21st-century learning organizations 
results in a discrepancy between what we offer students and what they actually need to be 
prepared for life beyond high school (Gunn & Hollingsworth, 2013; Partnership for 21st 
century skills, n.d.; Tucker, 2014).  Several professional organizations provide standards 
for practice that steward transformation of curriculum, instruction, assessment, and 
leadership.  The project for this study incorporates standards developed by Learning 
Forward to ensure that the framework is grounded in research. 
The Standards for Professional Learning outline characteristics of effective 
professional learning; they are based on research and evidenced-based practice (Learning 
Forward, 2011).  The standards provide clear expectations and guidance for designing 
professional development.  The standards were written to target two primary professional 
objectives: to strengthen the effectiveness of educators and improve student outcomes.   
If implemented with fidelity, these standards provide educators with active partnership in 




how they evaluate effectiveness of their professional learning experiences.  There are 
seven standards that comprise the document: (a) learning communities, (b) resources, (c) 
learning designs, (d) leadership, (e) data, (f) implementation, and (g) outcomes.   
Explanations of each standard.  Each of the seven standards is explained in a 
concise and clear manner.  The standard of learning communities encourages 
collaborative teaming that involves a commitment to continuous improvement, collective 
responsibility, and goal alignment (Killion & Crow, 2011).  The standard of leadership 
describes leadership that develops human capacity, advocates for teachers, and 
establishes support systems for professional learning.  The resource standard states the 
importance of creating an infrastructure appropriate for effective professional learning.  
The data standard describes the use of multiple streams of data types and sources to 
inform designing and planning of professional learning.   Learning Forward (2011) 
contends that learning designs of professional development should incorporate learning 
theories, recent research, and models of human learning.  The standards also postulate 
that literature regarding sustainable change should support implementation of 
professional learning.  The final standard posits that outcomes of the professional 
learning should align with curricular standards for educator performance and student 
achievement.      
Four prerequisites for the standards.  The document also describes four 
prerequisites that are implicit in the standards for professional learning. The first 
prerequisite is that educators must commit to meet the needs of all students.  The 




address diverse learners with diverse capabilities.  The second prerequisite is that 
educators engage the process with an open mind and ready to learn.  This implies that 
learning experiences will require collaborative engagement a willingness to accept the 
need to improve practice.  The third prerequisite is that educators engage collaborative 
inquiry and learning that enhances individual and collective performance.  The 
implication is that participants embrace a common vision for student improvement and 
exhibit a non-judgmental approach towards collaborative learning. The fourth and final 
prerequisite is that educators acknowledge and respect that people learn in different ways 
and at different rates.  The implication for this prerequisite is that participants must be 
accepting, respectful, and patient of differences among the group in regards to learning 
needs and learning styles (Learning Forward, 2011).  Professional learning will be most 
effective if these four norms are established. 
Project Implementation 
The project, SwimmingLessons, is a conceptual framework for professional 
learning created specifically to address the local problem for this study.  The framework 
was designed with intentions to offer ongoing professional development that combined 
face-to-face and online learning experiences.  As previously explained in an earlier 
section of this study, the title of the framework, SwimmingLessons, is derived as a 
response to participant descriptions of the current PD process as being, “sink or swim.”  
The project was designed with intentions to offer ongoing learning and support systems 
that help educators “swim” through program implementation.  Quality of the blended 




Professional Learning (Killion & Crow, 2011).  Four factors are needed in order to 
implement the framework: superintendent approval, school board approval, collaborative 
development of RTI modules, and modeling the framework with central office and 
building-level leaders.  Two concurrent processes will take place in the summer: 
immersion training with administrators and development of teacher modules (RTI 
modules).   
Proposal for Implementation and Timetable 
Superintendent approval.  In the local context, all new initiatives must be 
discussed and approved by the Superintendent of Schools.  This is done by emailing the 
school board secretary and asking for an appointment.  As a courtesy, the implementation 
proposal package will be emailed directly to the superintendent prior to the face-to-face 
meeting.  To establish a need for framework deployment, three components will comprise 
the implementation proposal package: a narrated PowerPoint video, an implementation 
timeline, and brief report of the findings from this project study.  The PowerPoint video 
will provide a comprehensive overview of the SwimmingLessons framework to include a 
rationale for development and deployment; an explanation of the proposed timeline; an 
overview of how the framework addresses the needs of the school under study; roles and 
responsibilities of participant stakeholders; potential barriers and existing supports; and 
suggested hardware and software that supplement existing technologies.  The face-to-face 
meeting enables the superintendent to request additional information and clarifications 




implementation plan, it would be sent to the next available monthly school board meeting 
session with a recommendation for approval from the superintendent. 
School board approval.  In the local context, school board approval is 
accomplished one of two ways: brief description from the superintendent followed by a 
vote or presentation followed by a vote.   The rationale for providing the superintendent 
with a proposal package was to provide something that could be copied and sent to 
respective school board members for review.  If the superintendent forwards the digital 
package to school board members along with their monthly meeting preparatory 
materials, all questions and clarifications will flow through the superintendent pre-
meeting and the actual vote will be short and quick.  The other possibility is that the 
school board will request a live presentation of the PowerPoint to be followed by a 
question and answer session.  A vote will be rendered during that meeting.  In the history 
of the school district, a recommendation for approval has never been voted down by the 
school board.  Recommendations are not voted down because the superintendent will not 
send a proposal without giving due diligence.  The implementation plan will be adjusted 
to reflect actual dates and locations and put into motion once it is approved by the school 
board.  
Modeling: Training for leaders.  The next step in the process is to facilitate a 
module experience for all district leaders.   The module will focus on the philosophical 
and theoretical underpinnings of the framework, administration of the framework, and 
expected outcomes of the framework.   Session content will promote the components 




things: 1) an immersive experience with the framework and 2) a comprehensive 
understanding of job-embedded practices that must be incorporated into individual 
sessions.  The community platform will provide downloadable supplementary materials 
and links to resources.  The module will model implementation as well as provide the 
leaders with experience similar to those intended for teacher participants.  This two-
month module experience will serve as a pilot of the framework before it is used in the 
fall semester.  Throughout the module, leaders will have opportunities to contribute 
feedback regarding framework strengths and weaknesses.  The leaders will roll-out an 
improved rendition of the framework in the fall.  
Collaborative development of RTI modules.  Modules and sessions for this 
framework must be customized and developed to meet the needs of the local context.  For 
this reason, planning and development of the teacher modules must be collaborative.  A 
series of meetings in July and August will include the RTI leadership team and external 
consultants.  These meetings will entail an orientation with the framework and 
collaborative development of teacher modules intended to address the local problem.  
The float phase of the framework will focus on teacher conceptualizations of the RTI 
process within the school under study; this phase will help to standardize expectations 
and protocols.  The black phase will provide teachers with practical exercises that build 
capacity for data-driven decision making. The summer sessions will be used to map the 
curriculum and pacing of the module; job-embedded strategies will also be mapped into 




Timetable for implementation.  Meetings seeking superintendent 
recommendation to the board will begin in January.  This will give ample time for the 
implementation plant to be adjusted according to the superintendent’s suggestion.  A 
recommended implementation plan will be sent to the school board for approval by April.   
The framework pilot with the leadership group will occur in July and August.  Planning 
surveys will be emailed to teachers in August to collect perspectives regarding 
experiences that are most relevant to their practices.  Meetings with the external 
consultants and the RTI leadership team from the school under study will also occur 
throughout the summer (July and August) to begin work on designing modules for the 
school year.  Teachers will experience the framework in October and November; they 
will experience the spring modules in February and March.  The community platform 
remains active throughout the year so teachers can collaborate and extend learning into 
practice.   
Roles and Responsibilities of Stakeholders Involved  
I am responsible for initial development and implementation oversight of this 
project.  There are no curriculum specialists or content supervisor positions in the central 
office; the school division is too small.  Therefore any curriculum design, teacher 
instruction, or assessment is usually rendered by building level educators or purchased 
from an external source.  For the “SwimmingLessons” project, I will work with building-
level leadership team and their external consultants to develop sessions for the first year 
of modules. Findings from this study will inform module creation of teacher perspectives 




year, building level staff will be responsible for crowdsourcing their own modules to 
populate the framework; I will assume an advisory role at that time.  Teachers are 
responsible for contributing to the planning of their job-embedded professional 
development sessions by identifying experiences that are most relevant and have the 
greatest potential to improve instructional practice and student learning. 
Potential Resources, Supports, and Barriers  
The project framework requires all sessions to be customized to meet the needs of 
the local context; canned curriculum would not be used for this framework.  The 
framework requires a learning management system (LMS) such as Schoology, Edmodo, 
Blackboard K-12, or Canvas.  Fortunately, the superintendent and technology director 
have both confirmed that Blackboard K-12 will be purchased this summer.  However, the 
summer leadership pilot will use existing resources and free online tools.  Participating 
leaders will consist of twelve individuals comprised of building-level and school board-
level leadership.  The summer leadership pilot modules will use the high school library 
for face-to-face sessions; Edmodo will be the community platform and Collaborize 
Classroom will serve as the online classroom.  Edmodo and Collaborize Classroom are 
two free virtual spaces that will provide the participants with a user-friendly introduction 
to contemporary 21st-century technology enhanced collaboration and gamification tools.  
Gmail will be the initial tool used for online communication; communication will move 
completely to Edmodo and Collaborize by the third week of the module.  The leaders will 
access classrooms adjacent to the library for situated learning activities.  Also, the leaders 




They will be asked to caravan in four district vehicles.  Experts from the Department of 
Education will be invited to present at some of the face-to-face sessions.  Department of 
Education staff consultants and trainers render their services to school districts at no cost 
to the district.  An approval is needed from the assistant superintendent to purchase and 
provide refreshments for the face-to-face sessions through professional development 
funds.  The following are punch list items that will be needed for face-to-face and online 
sessions: 
 Two pre-rendered modules and pre-session materials 
 Edmodo and Collaborize Classroom accounts.  
 PowerPoint presentations. 
 Participant laptops. 
 Existing Wi-Fi access to the district servers for participants.  
 PDF reading from a variety of peer-reviewed sources and credible 
publications. 
 Videos illustrate session concepts  
 A feedback loop for ongoing evaluation regarding effectiveness of the 
framework and sessions.  
Modules are designed to pilot the framework and give leaders first-hand 
experience with the model.  Continuous feedback loops and mandatory online discussions 
will give leaders ownership of the framework and consequently generate buy-in.   
Existing support. District leaders will be sought who have an interest in funding 




come from all of the building principals who have participated in peer debriefing 
(directly and indirectly) for this study.  The only foreseeable need for funding is travel 
expenses and accommodations for a field trip to other school divisions to view best 
practices in action. The technology director will be a participant of the group; any 
technological problems that occur will be remedied in short time.  
Potential barriers.  The primary barrier for the pilot implementation effort will 
be unforeseeable issues that occur during the time of face-to-face sessions.  All leaders 
within small rural schools serve multiple roles and are often called-away from one thing 
to tend to another.  Also, the state department invitees may not accept.  To control for this 
potential barrier, the group will have alternative session activities provided in Collaborize 
Classroom. Although all of the existing leadership has already expressed support for the 
framework, there is the chance that it may not be accepted by some of the participants 
once the modules are underway.  To control for this potential barrier, continuous 
feedback loops will be established through Collaborize Classroom to establish a sense of 
investment for the resistant or reluctant participant; corrections to the framework will be 
made and suggestions from participants will be rewarded through gamification.   An 
online virtual field trip would be used if the leader trip is not approved or widely accepted 
by participants.  The final possible barrier would be sustainability of implementation.  
There are no curriculum specialists or content supervisor positions in the central office; 
the school division is too small.  Therefore any curriculum design, instruction, or 
development is rendered by building level educators.  After one year, building and 




will be populated with new or amended modules.  There is a chance that the effort could 
lose momentum at that point in time.  There is a possibility that canned PD curriculum 
could infiltrate the framework as it is introduced by building-level leadership in the 
future.  Also, coordinating, facilitating, and maintaining framework implementation 
demands the creation of a new personnel position within the district: Director of 
Curriculum and Professional Development. I could not maintain this framework in my 
current capacity of building-level leadership.  
Project Evaluation 
The overarching goal of the project is to provide the local context with a 
framework for professional learning that can be used to increase transfer of practice, 
overcome time and location barriers, and build human capacity.  Ultimately, desired 
outcomes from this project are improved instructional practice and increased student 
achievement.  The framework is designed to implement any initiative or to help establish 
existing program consistency.  The project framework is dynamic and responsive to the 
needs of participants and the local context.  In essence, content for the modules and 
session are made-to-order and consideration is given to the nuances of the local context 
and situation.  For this reason, evaluation methods to assess project effectiveness and 
appropriateness must be formative.  Continuous feedback loops and session evaluations 
will be established using a Blackboard K-12 as a community platform to continuously 
monitor quality, effectiveness, and relevance of the professional development 
experiences.  The continuous development model is different from a traditional 




summative evaluations that can only inform post-intervention deployments of the model. 
SwimmingLessons will use a feedback-driven authoring model involves participants in a 
feedback loop that informs incremental content development before and during the 
professional learning process (Lin & Riesbeck, 2008).  To increase motivation to transfer, 
suggestion-based framework tweaks made to the framework will be posted on a fixed 
framework upgrade log; participants who contribute useful suggestions will be rewarded 
through gamification points and badges.  
As the project is a process rather than a single event, the overall evaluation goal is 
to steward development of professional learning communities through continuous online 
and face-to-face collaboration among stakeholders.  The pilot implementation that 
involves building and district leadership coupled with subsequent implementation of 
modules will eventually bring all educators within the district into the community 
platform.   
The goal of the framework design is to establish a normative system or culture of 
ongoing collaboration and professional learning.  Once teacher culture changes, an 
organic transformation may occur whereas student and parent communication will 
become student and parent collaboration. Ultimately, the instructional core of student, 
teacher, and parent will be expanded to include a school community of stakeholders 
which may result in an improvement of learning for all students. 
Implications Including Social Change 
The project uses a participatory method to familiarize educators with technology 




practices as a top-down mandate to teachers.  On the local level, the project helps 
educators overcome external (e.g. resources, support) and internal barriers (teacher 
beliefs about teaching and learning) through continuous professional discourse, ongoing 
professional learning, collaboration, and sharing of resources.  Inan and Lowther (2010) 
found that the school environment influences the extent to which a teacher is proficient 
with technology.  The project would create an immersive environment for continuous use 
of technology enhanced learning tools.  Using technology for professional learning could 
lead to improved pedagogical technology integration into classroom instruction through 
modeling, immersion with digital tools, and familiarity with online collaboration 
practices.  Finally, educators within the local context have not begun an initiative to learn 
about or adopt a professional learning community framework.  Implementation of the 
SwimmingLessons framework may establish the capacity for developing and sustaining 
professional learning communities within the school under study. 
Importance of Project 
The project contributes a new professional learning framework that can be 
generalized to a variety of learning contexts.  If implemented with fidelity, the framework 
may improve professional development and professional practice.  The literature suggests 
that a need for a professional learning model that provides context-specific and relevant 
training (Kelly, Bluestone-Miller, Mervis, & Fuerst, 2012).  Traditional professional 
development sessions usually groups educators together in large groups and are presented 
with the same information at the same time. The traditional “sit and get” approach for 




capacity levels of the participants regarding the topic being presented (Cosmah & Saine, 
2013).  The project for this study provides pre-session materials, resources, and a blended 
collaborative learning approach to accommodate for differences in learning styles, prior 
knowledge, and varied skill levels among participants. 
Differentiation in professional learning.  A common characteristic of traditional 
professional development is that is occurs as a single event with little or no follow-up.  
Lack of follow up does not include necessary developmental supports and leaves teachers 
to implement the learning through a process of trial and error.  Cosmah and Saine (2013) 
submit the notion that teachers commonly practice technology substitution rather than 
integration.  For example, students who are issued laptops may use them for taking notes 
and reading electronic versions of their textbooks; but, the laptops do not serve a purpose 
different than the pencils, paper, and books they have replaced.  A similar phenomenon 
occurs with Smart Boards that serve as expensive overhead projector screens in many 
classrooms.  Substitution is also referred to as domestication by Schlechty (2009) and 
refers to the tendency of educators to alter an innovation to fit existing practice rather 
than to change practice to accommodate the technology.  The framework will help 
provide training and support for teachers to learn and experience ways to use the digital 
devices to promote student productivity and creativity.  The float modules educate the 
teachers while the black modules provide them with an entire month of practical 
experiences with the innovation.  Follow up modules in the spring, ongoing collaboration 





Perhaps the most significant contribution the project makes to social change is a 
model of professional learning that is designed to addresses the transfer problem.  As 
stated in the literature review, learning that takes place in professional development is not 
applied to actual practice.  As a result, time and money is wasted on the training program, 
instructional practice does not change, and student learning does not improve; the project 
for this study offers a solution to this problem. 
Conclusion 
This section contained information regarding a description of a project designed 
to address the local problem within the school under study.  Literature related to situated 
learning, job-embedded professional development, transfer of learning to classroom 
practice, blended and online professional development, and Standards for Professional 
Learning contributed context to the theory framing the project. The section also contained 
a discussion of implications for social change and the importance of the project for the 
local and greater context.   
The discussion in Section 4 will addresses strengths and limitations of the project. 
The following section will also discuss alternative definitions and solutions to the local 
problem.  Section 4 will end with a self-reflection of what was learned throughout the 
journey of creating the project for this study; scholarship, project development and 





Section 4: Reflections and Conclusions 
The basis for data-driven decision making in education is that teachers are never 
aiming at a single target; as society changes, the multiplicity of targets increase.  
Teachers within a contemporary system of education must embrace the notion that they 
are responsible for teaching a diverse population with diverse capacities for learning.  A 
traditional factory model of classroom instruction is no longer appropriate for students; a 
one-size-fits-all approach to teacher education is not appropriate either (Aslan & 
Reigeluth, 2013).  The educational community is in need of a new approach for 
professional learning that is aligned with the 21st-century learning tenets that comprise 
contemporary instructional reform imperatives.  Despite an abundance of research and 
publications that assert the importance of professional development for all educational 
reform efforts, there are few studies regarding the impact of specific models of 
professional development on student achievement (Althauser, 2015).   
The current study began with a small scope: to examine the practice of RTI teams 
within a single elementary school.  What began as an examination of a data-driven 
decision making among a handful of educators grew into a project that may be 
generalizable to schools with similar contexts.  In designing the project for this study, I 
set out on an audacious and ambitious journey to contribute a framework to address a 
larger-context problem: professional development reform.  My journey has arrived in an 
unexpected place of framework creation.  Section 4 includes a personal reflection about 





The project study was intended to address the problem of persistent achievement 
gaps between student demographic groups despite a multiyear programmatic effort to 
address them at the school under study.  Several strengths of the project derived from the 
process of conducting the study.  First, the study itself received an amazing amount of 
support from every level of district leadership.  The staff at the local site was enthusiastic, 
honest, and prolific in their responses.  Every invitation to participate in the study was 
accepted, and I was given an entire week to schedule and complete interviews with 
participants.  The local context was so accepting and accommodating that the study was 
informed by an overabundance of data.  The school board members, superintendent, 
assistant superintendent, and building leadership all offered any assistance they could to 
inform the study.   
Grounded in Data   
The data themselves were asset to the development of the project.  The participant 
sample for the interviews included people in a variety of capacities which offered a form 
of role triangulation (Creswell, 2012; Yin, 2014).  The assistant superintendent emailed 
every document ever generated from the process being studied to me.  Teachers who 
participated in the interviews also sent me copies of student artifacts to inform the study.  
The large amount of data led to a deep analysis resulting in a thorough understanding of 
the multiple facets of the local problem. The framework as an outcome would not have 




The SwimmingLessons Framework   
The design of the framework has a major strength; it is grounded in research.  The 
framework is designed with the rationale of addressing gaps in practice in the local 
context.  Addressing current practices establishes the need for the framework and 
grounds it in practical experience.  The framework is also informed by learning theory 
and research regarding professional learning.  Grounding the framework in theory 
establishes the quality of the design.  Other specific strengths of the framework include 
feedback loops, ongoing collaboration, continuous professional learning, and the use of a 
blended model.  Innovative components that are conceptually new to the literature are the 
two month abstract-concrete scheme (float phase and swim phase) and the fall-spring 
modules (initial training and follow-up).  The use of a community platform is not new to 
education, but it is a key component of an effort to establish a collaborative culture. 
Project Limitations 
The project has not been tested and is at the theoretical stage of development.  
Also, the initial implementation relies on a single individual as others have not 
experienced the module or been involved in creation.  Therefore, there is a conceptual 
barrier that must be overcome, whereas others must conceptualize the intended purpose 
and function of the framework; then, they must believe it can work.  Next, there may be 
philosophical barriers that inhibit buy-in or full implementation.  Some actors within the 
process may be put off by a framework that requires participant-development rather than 




Chaos Theory and Practical Experience 
Chaotic systems are predictably random.  Implementation of a framework, an 
initiative, or a program involves unforeseeable obstacles and barriers. One predictable 
barrier will be teachers who do not readily subscribe to the framework because it is 
different than anything they have seen before.  In my own experience as a building 
administrator, I commonly experience teachers who tell me, “Just tell me exactly what 
you want me to do, and I will do that.”  The irony of this experience is that teachers often 
assert that students should not seek the “one right answer”; they contend that students 
should have initiative and creativity.  Yet when many teachers are asked to do something 
and generate their own solutions, they are afraid to experiment lest they not provide the 
“one right answer.”  In fact, some teachers would rather wait until they receive the “right 
answer.”  Reluctance of teachers to innovate is relevant to this project, as the intention of 
the framework is to nurture an increased comfort level with exploration, self-reflection, 
and ongoing personal improvement.  My intention is to foster an environment tolerant of 
risk taking and learning through failure.  
Tech-“NO!”-phobia:   
PLCs benefit from virtual community platforms that foster collaboration through 
Internet-enabled devices.  Teachers who become more comfortable with Internet-based 
resources tend to incorporate virtual learning and communication into their instruction.  
The success of the framework depends upon a shift in how educators perceive technology 
use.  The shift must begin with school leadership.  One stigmatizing perception is that a 




duties.  This may have been the case before Internet-based technologies became 
ubiquitous in American culture.  However, a contemporary teacher sitting at a computer 
may be designing a technology enhanced learning tool, blogging, analyzing student 
assessment data, monitoring student activity on electronic devices, corresponding with 
parents, participating in a virtual discussion with students, or engaging in any number of 
productive uses of that electronic device.  School leaders must seek to recognize and 
encourage organic uses of technological devices rather than micromanage.  Some 
teachers in the school under study situate their computers in an area of their classrooms 
where they can access them at the beginning and end of the instructional day; they do not 
engage the computer at any other times of the day.  Other teachers may use their 
computers to design and print student handouts and worksheets.  These minimal uses of 
the technology are symptoms of a paradigm in which school leaders view effective 
instruction as teacher centered.  One weakness of the framework is that it will conflict 
with the philosophical barrier created by traditional administrators who view technology 
use as something that is teacher centered. For the framework to be successful, teachers 
must be trusted to use the technology responsibly and productively.    
Recommendations for Remediation of Limitations 
An alternative problem that warrants investigation for the local context is how to 
build capacity to implement 21st-century learning initiatives.  The local context is still 
locked into traditional systems of leadership, process, and instruction.  The problem is 
comprehensive, and a solution would involve changing mental models (Schlechty, 2009; 




different lens.  Perhaps a focus on 21st-century learning philosophy would be a more 
appropriate approach for guiding stakeholders in a new direction.  Rather than submitting 
a framework that will change the local context, perhaps it is more important to establish a 
need for change.  
A sense of urgency was implicit in the development of the project.  I interpreted 
the purpose of project design to be an immediate action that would address the problem.  
This interpretation led to the exclusion of long-range plans that may have been more 
comprehensive and contained a stronger possibility for sustainability.  I feel as if each 
finding in Section 2 warrants a course of action respectively.  Failure to address each 
theme independently may contribute confounding variables that inhibit implementation 
of the suggested project.  Perhaps I could have extended the existing approach of 
providing professional development to small groups and targeted the human capacity 
problem in that manner. 
Discussion of Process 
Scholarship 
At this point in the process, I find myself nearing the end of a 4 year doctoral 
journey.  Engaging in research and a project study drafting process has contributed to my 
understanding of what it means to be comprehensive.  There is much to be learned 
through enterprise that cannot be acquired through reading.  Throughout the undertaking 
of this endeavor, I was engaged in continuous reflection and reexamination of prior 




The doctoral journey has afforded me an opportunity to truly understand the 
purpose of research.  My study did not truly begin to develop until I arrived at an 
understanding about the immense importance of the literature review.  A thorough review 
of the literature will inform and simplify all other sections of the dissertation.  Familiarity 
of content, syntax, and scholarly writing that was gained from continuous readings of 
peer-reviewed work served as an inadvertent apprenticeship from which I gathered an 
understanding of the nuances of scholarly work.  I also gathered a sense of conviction 
after reviewing the literature; I had an innate desire to address the local problem in a deep 
and meaningful way.   
Qualitative data collection and data analysis were two aspects of research that 
demand a great deal of time and attention to detail. The time invested in the analysis 
allowed me to understand and appreciate how perspectives can contribute to findings that 
inform action.  That is something that was difficult to understand until I collected and 
analyzed data for this project study.  The project is grounded in research and data. 
Project Development and Evaluation  
Arriving at the idea for the project was a journey within itself.  The local problem 
is not unique to the field of education, but the context in which it is situated bears several 
characteristics that are small rural school divisions.  Recommendations that are common 
in project studies for addressing educational problems did not apply to the problem of this 
study.  To responsibly address the local problem that was different, I had to be an artisan 




At this point in time, there is not much research regarding issues in small rural 
U.S. education.  The literature does not offer an explanation for the lack of research 
regarding small rural U.S. schools.  However, the relevance of this fact is that there is no 
such thing as a framework created specifically to help small rural U.S. schools overcome 
a plethora of barriers inherent in the small rural context.  Fortunately, the literature 
review in Section 1 of this study afforded me an opportunity to understand and review 
several frameworks.  A good understanding about the construct of a framework helped 
me to realize that the local context needed a framework that guided implementation and 
professional learning. 
I consulted peer-reviewed articles about frameworks in order to gather an 
understanding of rationales used for design.  I paid close attention to the illustrations and 
read the corresponding explanations of the conceptual models.  A great deal can be 
understood by reading the entire article rather than scanning them.  The culminating 
effect of reviewing of these articles actually provided me with emergent themes that 
helped to inform the design of the project’s conceptual model.  
Leadership and Change 
Literature reviews and development of the project have led me to a new 
understanding of leading organization change.  I have learned that there are two concepts 
at the core of the literature regarding change leadership:  improve capacity of leaders to 
steward change and improve capacity of teachers to improve student learning (Marsh & 
Farrell, 2014; Preston et al., 2013).  Accountability-based research focuses on the effects 




teacher response to the high-stakes atmosphere of accountability.  Federal and state 
legislation demands evidence that all students are experiencing improvements in their 
learning (Mandinach, 2012).  This means that teachers must use data to monitor progress 
and building-level leaders must use data to monitor the effects of instruction; the 
common thread in this process is data use.  Gaps in practice or student learning are 
evident through student performance data and classroom observations (Datnow & Park, 
2014).  The local context does a good job of collecting data.  I found that actors at 
different levels must process the data for differing purposes: the teacher must analyze 
data for gaps in student learning whereas the leader must analyze the data for systemic 
implications.  I determined through this study that a leader’s new role in data-driven 
decision making is to examine outcomes from both instructional practice and the 
organizational system of data use.  Most importantly, process should not exist in a 
vacuum, and school leaders cannot view themselves as passive conduit of their 
environments. Rather than manage and maintaining existing process, leaders need to 
influence and shape their environments. 
Discussion of Self 
Analysis of Self as Scholar 
I no longer hold a pre-conceived assumption that dissertation writing is merely an 
activity designed to teach scholarly writing.  Well, perhaps it is within some contexts.  At 
Walden University, however, the project study document is more than a glorified 
research paper; it is a call to action.  I have a newfound bias for the benefits of a project 




project study approach forced me to examine and address a local problem, a gap in 
practice, rather than espousing research-based opinion that runs the risk of purgatory 
within the theoretical realm. I feel that I am prepared to methodologically assemble ideas 
to address an issue within any context.  The project study is not a paper; it is template for 
an action plan.  Now, when I recognize a disparity within my own local context, I view it 
through the lens of a scholar-practitioner; I crave exploration and an opportunity to gain a 
deeper understanding of the problem rather than rushing to judgement and solution.  I 
learned how to synthesize finding to ground ideas in research.  My belief regarding action 
has changed:  action is an ongoing pursuit of resolution rather than the simple provision 
of a solution. 
I have gathered a newfound fascination with qualitative research.  In essence, the 
interviews were therapeutic conversations with an implicit sense of purpose.  Throughout 
the dissertation process, I felt that data analysis was a looming cloud of uncertainty; I was 
certain that attempting the analysis would be a painful cross to bear.  Now, I feel 
unresolved and want more opportunities to hone my skills with qualitative data analysis.  
I understand the responsibility to inform practice has just begun.  Having a doctorate 
bestows upon me a special set of skills and a responsibility to engage practical issues 
with research methodologies and, in turn, contribute knowledge that improves quality of 
life for people throughout the world.   
Analysis of Self as Practitioner 
My personal vision has always been to someone who could promote and influence 




contribute, but felt as if my enthusiasm was not matched by a requisite level of expertise 
to impart sustainable change.  In other words, I felt very confident about my ability to 
recognize gaps in practice, but lacked an understanding of how to properly address them.  
This project study was, in every sense of the term, an exercise in exploration.  Through 
the project study process, I gained knowledge of using a scholarly approach to 
substantiate my opinions regarding education, process, and policy.  Taking a scholarly 
approach improved my career and job performance.  I find myself defaulting to 
qualitative research practices to understand and address problems on a daily basis.  My 
NVivo program is populated with three additional studies that I have been conducted 
concurrent with this study.  I have learned to read with purpose, speak with substance, 
and act with confidence. 
Analysis of Self as Project Developer 
I feel as if my effort of developing the project was inadvertently similar to a 
qualitative research design.  This process was not achieved in a vacuum. My first idea 
was that the local problem was too comprehensive and a white paper would at least 
inform the local context of the situational nuances.  My second committee member, Dr. 
Robelia did not believe that a white paper would contribute much help to the local 
context; she was right.  I then decided that a single professional development session 
would not be enough to address a multitude of themes that needed to be addressed.  So, I 
started planning a workshop series that would occur once per month.  I had conversations 
with the superintendent of the school under study and also a high school principal within 




developments are just more of the same; they do not work.  I had several conversations 
with my wife who is an educator with 15 years.  She spoke from the perspective of the 
teacher and offered specific experiences with professional development (online, hybrid, 
and traditional) that have failed over time.  All of these conversations led me to believe 
that none of the available genres for a project would satisfy the needs of the local context.  
I reread Section 2 of this study and realized something: the local context doesn’t need 
more professional development; it needs a better delivery system for professional 
development.  My experience with traditional professional development has taught me 
the value of pairing research and collaboration to inform and develop a substantive 
project that incorporates multiple perspectives with research findings.  I have developed a 
view that some problems are born from well-intended processes, initiatives, and 
programs that did not complete full implementation. The experience with project 
development for this study has given me a method for crafting resolutions to unrealized 
processes.     
Overall Reflection of Work and Learning  
The study and resulting project landed in an unexpected place.  The project study 
process began with floundering in search of an acceptable local problem.  Like many of 
my colleagues, I had to arrive at an understanding of the difference between a personal 
problem and a substantiated local problem.  Ultimately, I recognized teacher discontent 
with RTI meetings.  I started to listen to some of the grumblings and determined that the 
teachers were dissatisfied because they were forced into a process that did not appear to 




learning about RTI.  A thorough review of the literature on the RTI process led to several 
curiosities regarding the process used within the local context; these curiosities became 
my research and interview questions.   At this point, the project study became less about 
satisfying requirements for an advanced degree and more about helping the local context.  
I wanted to focus on closing the persistent achievement gaps and crafting relevant 
protocols that would substantially inform the study and help to identify gaps in the 
implementation process.  I believe that this project study has accomplished these 
objectives.   
As a practitioner, this doctoral degree imparts upon me the implied expertise that 
will allow me to have a voice in the decision making processes and influence in decisions 
rendered.  My mission is to use the knowledge I have gained about data-driven decision 
making, RTI, school leadership, and professional development to contribute to positive 
sustainable change in local and greater contexts.  I hope the project helps school officials 
design and offer better professional learning experiences to educators.   
Implications, Applications, and Directions for Future Research  
The implications for future research are that we need to focus on barriers that 
inhibit true reform and tackle the seemingly insurmountable issues.  Building capacity for 
Data-driven decision making is one of those issues.  I found that, in my own reviews of 
the literature, it all comes down to human capacity.  If a leader tackles personnel issues 
and shortcomings head-on, they experience positive effects in the long run.  Extant in the 
literature are two intervention approaches for shoring up teacher capacity to engage in 




demand improved practice or (b) to establish collaborative professional learning in which 
the leadership is a participant.  The research on these interventions are incomplete as they 
fail to provide adequate information about what constitutes effective capacity building 
and under what circumstances it occurs (Coburn & Turner, 2011a). Recent literature 
regarding data-driven decision making denounces the use of how-to guides and suggests 
a reliance on theoretically-driven research; the implication is that theoretical frameworks 
will provide a deeper understanding of the dynamic between organizational interventions 
and practitioner activity (Marsh & Farrell, 2014).  The implication of this rationale is that 
more attention must be given to systemic factors; leaders must consider the 
appropriateness organizational frameworks.    
In the school under study, the lead implementer of the RTI process followed every 
suggestion of the state-level trainers and implemented the suggested framework.  Process 
implementation was well-funded, well-staffed, and had full support of division and 
building level administrators.  Findings revealed that presenters at state-level professional 
development sessions used models and processes from large school divisions.  As a 
result, the suggested framework for RTI implantation was not aligned with the needs of 
the local context.  Leaders of schools situated in small rural contexts are left to their own 
devices in some respects because many of the findings are not generalizable to their 
contexts.  An analogous comparison would be like taking recommendations for 
comfortable winter wear from people in Tennessee when you are planning to visit Maine.  
The clothing will cover and temporarily keep you warm, but it will not prevent 




Recommendations for further research include examinations of characteristics 
specific to small rural contexts.  Research is needed for nearly every aspect of teaching 
and learning that is specific to the small rural context.   
Conclusion  
This project study represents a culmination of everything learned in the doctoral 
program at Walden University.  Coursework provided an orientation to the rigor of 
scholarly work needed to conduct research and consider future plans of action that could 
positively impact school culture.  The experience has motivated me to pursue qualitative 
approaches for exploring, understanding, and addressing gaps in practice within my local 
and greater contexts.  As a scholar-practitioner, I now believe that it is my duty to bridge 
research to practice.  
This section was a reflection of the project study that established a local problem 
and a project developed to address the local problem.  The project was designed to 
address several gaps in practice identified by the findings in Section 2.  Professional 
development is critical for addressing problems with fidelity and consistency in the 
installation of an initiative.  The professional development framework provides a 
structured method needed to impart understandings of implementation components in a 
comprehensive way.  The project can help to establish communities of practice among 
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Appendix B: Planning for 2014-2015 PowerPoint 





































Appendix C: Interview Protocol  
1. How long have you been a participant in the RTI process in this school?  
a. Probe:  What has been your role(s) in the process?  
2. Why do you think RTI is being implemented in this school? 
a. Probe: How do you feel about the decision to implement RTI? 
3. How would you explain the purpose and goals of RTI? 
4. How would you describe the RTI implementation process in this particular 
school? 
a. Probe: How effective is this school in using RTI to achieve the 
intended purpose and goals that you’ve described? What would make 
it even better?  
5. Explain how a teacher can use data to improve a student’s learning? 
a. How does your school’s RTI process improve student learning?  
6. Describe the steps your data team takes to problem solve in this school. 
a. Probe: How do you feel about the work accomplished in the RTI data 
team meetings? 
7. How does the RTI data team use data to guide decisions about student 
learning? 
a. What kinds of interventions are used in each Tier? 
8. What are some things that you think helps RTI and the RTI data teams work? 
9. What are some barriers that you think prevent RTI and the RTI data teams 
from working? 
10.  Describe ways in which your RTI team meetings are collaborative. 
a. How are decisions made about interventions and student learning? 
b. What is the basis for most of these decisions? 
c. Who makes determinations about whether a student moves up or down 




11. How effective are the RTI problem-solving teams at finding ways to help low-
performing students improve? 
a. Describe what steps are taken to help students progress out of Tier 2 
and Tier 3?  
b. What are some Tier 1 interventions that prevent students from moving 
into higher tiers? 
12. What has been done to prepare teachers to use data to improve student 
learning?  
a. How do you feel about your own ability to use data to inform 
decisions? 
13. What needs to happen to close achievement gaps and exceed AMO targets? 
a. How will your RTI problem-solving data team accomplish this goal? 
14. What are improvements that need to be made to the current RTI process? 
15. How is RTI improving teaching and learning in this school? 
16. What changes would you make to the RTI process if you were the final 
decision maker? 
a. Probe:  How much of that wish list is actually possible? 


































Data Team Observed:  K    1    2    3    4    5   Duration of meeting: 
Data Sources: 
 
Level of Data Work: 
Evidence of Data level  
 
 
Evidence of Information level 
 
 
Evidence of Knowledge level 
 
 
Evidence of Collaborative Inquiry: 










Appendix F: Alignment Organizer 
Project Study Organizer | W.Washington  
Title: Teacher and Administrator Perceptions of RTI Data Teams: How Data is used to 
Improve Student Learning 
 
Problem: 
RTI data teams, formed to comply with a state initiative to address achievement gaps 
have not produced expected student gains after 4 years of implementation. 
 
Purpose:  
The purpose of this qualitative case study is to investigate how RTI data teams use data to 
improve student learning and close achievement gaps within the school being studied. 
 
Overarching Question: 
How are the RTI data teams using data to improve student learning and close 




1. How do educators within the RTI data teams use data to inform their 
instructional decision-making?  
2. How is the RTI process used to assist low-performing and at-risk students 
in the school being studied? 
3. What are affordances and barriers to establishing effective RTI problem-
solving data teams within the school being studied?  
Data Collection Methods: 
 
Research questions (RQ) Data Source Data analysis reporting
RQ1: How do RtI data team members 






RQ2: How is the RtI process used to 
assist low-performing and at-risk students 





RQ3: What are affordances and barriers 
to establishing effective RtI problem-










Appendix G: Sample of Informed Consent Agreement 
CONSENT FORM 
 
You are invited to take part in a research study of the implementation of response to intervention  
(Rt) problem-solving data teams.  The researcher is inviting educators who have participated in 
response to intervention  data team meetings from 2010 to the present to be in the study. This 
form is part of a process called “informed consent” to allow you to understand this study before 
deciding whether to take part. 
 
This study is being conducted by a researcher named William Washington, who is a doctoral 
student at Walden University.  You may already know the researcher as a fellow colleague within 




The purpose of this study is to investigate how RTI data teams use data to improve student 




If you agree to be in this study, you will be asked to:  
 
 Participate in a face-to-face interview (approx. 40 mins). 
 Look over the transcript of your interview(s) to ensure accuracy. 
 Avoid disclosure of details of your interview discussion to avoid bias from other 
participants 
 
Here are some sample questions: 
 
1. What kind of work is done by the RTI problem-solving data teams in this school? 
2. How well does the RTI data team use data to guide decisions about student learning? 
3. What are some factors that are barriers to the RTI process? 
 
Voluntary Nature of the Study: 
 
This study is voluntary. Everyone will respect your decision of whether or not you choose to be in 
the study. No one in your school division will treat you differently if you decide not to be in the 
study. If you decide to join the study now, you can still change your mind later. You may stop at 
any time.  
 
Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study: 
 
Being in this type of study involves some risk of the minor discomforts that can be encountered in 
daily life, such as discussion regarding frustrations and stressors related to school improvement 




The knowledge gained from this study may inform future professional development, curriculum 









Any information you provide will be kept confidential. The researcher will not use your personal 
information for any purposes outside of this research project. Also, the researcher will not include 
your name or anything else that could identify you in the study reports. Interview responses and 
transcripts will be stored in a secured location by William Washington. However, the data will be 
held in confidence to the extent permitted by law.  
 
Contacts and Questions: 
 
If you have any questions about this study, you may contact the principal investigator, William 
Washington, at drwresearchdata@gmail.com.  If you want to talk privately about your rights as a 
participant, you can call Dr. Leilani Endicott at 612-312-1210. She is the Walden University 
representative who can discuss this with you.  The doctoral committee has reviewed and 
approved this study. The Walden University Institutional Review Board approval number for this 
study is 04-30-15-0316567 and it expires April 29, 216. 
 
Ideal Candidates for this study:  
Educators who have participated in the RTI teams for two or more years will be considered 
for participation. Voluntary participants must have at least 2 years of full time employment 
within the school under study. In the event there are multiple respondents from the same 
grade level, the educators with the most experience with the process will be chosen. 
 
Statement of Consent: 
 
I have read the above information and I feel I understand the study well enough to make a 
decision about my involvement. I understand that I am agreeing to the terms described above. 
 
To protect your privacy, no consent signature is requested. Instead, your assent by return e-mail 
will indicate your consent if you choose to participate.  By replying to this email with the words 
‘I Consent’ I am indicating my consent to participate in the study. Please feel free to keep/print a 
copy of this consent letter. If you have any questions, please contact me at the secure confidential 
email that has been created for this study: drwresearchdata@gmail.com 
 
 






































































Appendix Q: National Institute of Health Certificate 
 
 
